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CHAPTER    I. 

YEA    OR    NAY. 

"  Yes,  might  I  judge  you,  here  were  my  heart, 
And  a  hundred  like  it,  to  treat  as  you  pleased  ! 
I  choose  to  be  yours,  for  my  proper  part, 
Yours,  leave  or  take,  or  mar  me  or  make  ; 
If  I  acquiesce,  why  should  you  be  teased 
With  the  conscience-prick  and  the  memory-smart  V 

The  Worst  of  It. 


VOL.  II. 


18 


t.7  JUiL, 

AVE  those  two  excellent  rela- 
tives of  ours  taken  themselves 
off  for  good,  do  you  think  V1 
inquires  Sir  Gordon,  as,  after  their  five 
o'clock  tea,  mother  and  daughter  salty 
forth  together,  closing  the  street  dooi 
firmly  behind  them. 

"  Yes,  I'm  sure  they  have,"  answers 
■Stella.  "  They  are  intent  upon  the 
purchase  of  some  old  lace  for  Amelia's 
dress  next  week,  on  the  occasion  of  Sir 
Soapy  being  presented  with  the  freedom 
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of  the  Worshipful  Company  of  Cat's-Meat 
Men,  or  some  city  dignity  of  that  descrip- 
tion." 

"That's  all  right,  for  I  have  a  great 
deal  to  say  to  you,  Star,  and  want  to  do 
it  now. 

Stella  looks  surprised  at  the  gravity  of 
her  companion's  face,  but  only  replies  : 

"  Then  you  must  excuse  my  continuing 
to  sit  here  arrayed  like  a  sweep  on  May 
day,  Gordon ;  for  I  should  keep  you  wait- 
ing if  I  changed  my  dress." 

"  No,  no ;  stay  as  you  are  ;  I  like  to 
look  at  you.  It's  hard  to  believe  that 
this  tall,  fashionably-dressed  young  lady  in 
finery  and  feathers,  is  the  same  little  Star 
who  made  tea  for  me  in  my  rooms  so- 
many  years  ago  !" 

"  I  suppose  I  have  altered   a  bit.     So- 
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have  you  too,  though,  but  I  scarcely  know 
how.      You   have  grown   to  be    so  much 
sadder    and    graver    now    than   you  were 
when  first    I   remember  you,   Gordon.      I 
■don't  mean  in  general  society  of  course ; 
but  when  we  are  alone,  or  when  you  are 
sitting    quiet    and    thinking,    you    always 
look  ten  years  older  directly.      I  have  so 
often    and    often    wondered   what    it    all 
means,  and  whether  no  one  can  do  any- 
thing  for  you.     Can't  I  help  you,  Gordon  V7 
and  Stella  walks  over  to  the  low  chair  on 
which  he  is  sitting,  and  lays  a  hand  on  his 
shoulder  appealingly. 

"Yes,  you  can  if  you  will,  Star.     But 
no  one  else  on  earth  could,  except  you." 

"  Tell  me  how,  and  it  is  done,"  answers 
Stella  Ray  briefly. 

"  Will  you  marry  me,   Star  ?"   and   Sir 
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Gordon  Leslie  clasps  close  the  little  hand 
which  was  laid  so  frankly  on  his  shoulder. 

The  sudden  gleam  of  unexpected  and 
unutterable  joy  that  passes  over  Stella's 
face  is  answer  enough,  but  without  wait- 
ing  for  even  a  word  in  reply,  he  continues 
hurriedly  : 

"  Before  I  receive  your  answer,  darling, 
or  let  you  dream  of  risking  your  life's 
happiness  on  one  so  little  worthy  of  it  as> 
I  am,  you  must  hear  something  of  the 
story  of  my  life.  Stella,  years  ago  I  came 
across  a  woman  whom  I  learnt  to  care  for 
as  a  man  only  does  for  his  first  great  love.. 
I  dare  not  say  anything  but  the  simple 
truth  :  Had  that  woman  been  true  to  me, 
no  other  on  earth  should  ever  have  taken 
her  place  in  my  heart.  But  when  I  asked 
her  to  be  my  wife,  she  calmly  told  me  that 
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my  long  years  of  devotion  were  as  nothing 
in  her  sight,  and  that  she  intended  to 
throw  me  aside  like  a  toy  of  which  she 
was  wearied,  for  the  sake  of  marrying 
some  rich  old  man.  Perhaps  she  was 
right,  I  do  not  blame  her ;  and  I  suppose 
it  amused  her  to  play  with  me  as  long  as 
I  was  contented  to  be  only  in  play.  But 
she  made  my  life  a  very  hell  for  me.  I 
once  heard  a  man  say  who  had  been  very 
1  hard  hit,'  in  recounting  his  experiences : 
'  I  don't  know  what  I  should  have  done 
then,  if  it  had  not  been  for  the  regiment ; 
certainly,  the  work  was  monotonous,  but 
it  was  always  there,  and  it  kept  me  from 
thinking.'  /  had  not  even  that  sort  of 
thing  to  fall  back  on,  and  for  many  months 
I  think  I  was  more  mad  than  sane  !  Then 
you  crept  into  my  life  and  heart,  with  your 
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quiet  strength,  your  unquestioning  kind- 
ness, and,  above  all,  that  strong  sense  of 
truth,  which  is  so  much  to  any  one  who 
has  suffered  bitterly  from  a  broken  faith 
and  trust.  And  so  I  have  learnt  to  care 
for  you,  Star,  as  I  never  again  thought  to 
care  for  any  woman.  Child,  don't  think 
that  T  wish  to  conceal  any  thought  or 
feeling  from  you.  I  have  loved  this 
woman  as  perhaps  it  is  not  in  me  to  love 
again  in  this  world,  but  something  tells  me 
that  you  and  you  alone  can  give  me  the 
happiness  which  I  should  have  vainly 
sought  with  her.  After  all  this,  am  I 
worthy  of  your  true,  pure  child's  heart  ?" 

Over  Stella  Kay's  face  sweeps,  one  by 
one,  each  thought  and  feeling  as  it  rises 
in  her  mind.  First,  a  gleam  of  deep, 
passionate  joy,  quickly  followed  by  a  look 
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of  wild  sadness  as  she  realises  the  power 
that  the  old  love  had  over  the  man  she 
loves ;  and  lastly  an  expression  of  calm, 
•quiet  decision. 

"  Yes,  I  will  be  your  wife,  Gordon,  if 
you  will  have  me.  And  from  henceforth 
I  will  try  and  win  back  for  you  the 
happiness  which  you  have  lost — so  help 
me  God !" 

Clear  and  solemn  sound  the  words  by 
which  Stella  Kay  binds  herself  to  give  her 
fresh,  true  woman's  heart  in  exchange  for 
the  ashes  of  a  dead  love.  Once  more  is 
the  bright  real  "gold"  given  for  only 
'"  silver "  in  return,  and  as  long  as  the 
world  and  life  lasts,  will  this  thing  be  ! 

"  You  are  sure  that  you  are  not  saying 
'  yes '  out  of  mistaken  friendship  only, 
Star  ?     That    you   really    do    like    me    a 
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little  ?  Remember,  you  are  a  great 
heiress,  dear,  and  there  is  many  a  better 
fellow  than  I  am  whom  you  might  perhaps 
care  more  for  ?" 

"  I've  never  seen  him  then,"  answers 
Stella  with  a  low  glad  laugh,  and  she 
kneels  down  beside  Sir  Gordon's  chair,  as 
that  young  man's  determined  arm  brings 
her  face  on  a  level  with  his  own. 

He  looks  earnestly  into  the  clear, 
faithful  brown  eyes,  which  have  now  such 
unwonted  tenderness  in  their  dark  depths,, 
and  realises  sadly  the  weakness  of  his  own 
worn,  wearied  heart,  when  compared  to 
the  power  of  love  he  can  read  in  their 
light. 

"  Stella,  I  wonder  if  you  will  ever 
regret  it,  dear,"  he  says  with  sudden 
earnestness,    stroking    the    beautiful    red- 
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gold    hair    back    from    the     girl's    white 
forehead. 

"Never.  And  if  I  did,  whose  fault 
would  it  be  but  my  own,  Gordon  ?  You 
have  told  me  all,  and  have  given  me  my 
free  choice,  and  unhesitatingly  I  say, 
rather  even  friendship  alone  from  you, 
than  the  greatest  love  which  life  has  to 
give,  from  any  other  !" 

"So    be    it,    darling.     And    I    feel    a. 
changed  man  already,  when  I  think  that 
I  shall  have  your  dear  little  face  always 
beside    me    in   rain    or    sunshine,    joy    or 
sorrow." 

A  look  of  supreme  quiet  content  is  on 
Stella    Ray's   face,    as  she  listens   to   the 
words  which  seem  already  like  the  begin 
ning  of  a  reward  for  her  unselfish  devotion, 
and  she  answers  brightly  : 
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"  Yes,  now  I  shall  be  able  to  pour  tea 
out  for  you  ad  libitum,  which  accomplish- 
ment of  mine  is  more  satisfactory  in  theory 
than  in  practice,  my  enemies  say.  You'll 
like  living  at  Kingsdene,  won't  you  ?"  she 
continues  anxiously. 

"  Of  course  I  shall  like  it,  you  foolish 
young  woman.  I'll  tell  you  what,  Stella, 
I'm  very  glad  that,  though  I  don't  own 
what  Sir  Soapy  would  call  '  a  country 
seat/  I'm  not  a  positive  pauper  in  any 
way,  so  that  the  accusation  of  having 
married  you  for  money  won't  be  so  likely 
to  be  levelled  at  my  head !"  and  the 
speaker's  nervous  laugh  testifies  to  the 
irritation  such  a  thought  would  give  to  his 
4i  thin-skinned  "  sensitiveness. 

Stella  glances  at  his  face,  and  answers 
quietly  : 
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"  What  does  it  matter  on  whose  side  is 
the  money  or  land,  as  long  as  we  both 
enjoy  it  ?  Many  and  many  a  time  I  have 
felt  that,  let  me  do  all  I  may  for  the  place 
and  people  at  Kingsdene,  I  still  am  not 
able  entirely  to  fulfil  the  charge  which 
that  poor  old  man  has  left  in  my  hands. 
I've  very  nearly  thought  once  or  twice  of 
marrying  some  man  simply  to  give  Kings - 
dene  the  master  it  wanted  ;  so  you  will  do 
very  nicely  for  that,  sir,  anyway  !"  con- 
cludes Miss  Ray  philosophically. 

"  Confound  these  women,  Star  !  Why, 
I  hear  them  coming  home  again  already. 
I  thought  women's  dresses  always  took 
hours  to  buy  ?  I  hope  Amelia  will  look 
as  ugly  in  this  one  of  hers  as  I  wish  her, 
that's  all." 

"  You're  a  bad  boy.     But  never  mind 
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Amelia's  frock  ;  tell  me  quick,  are  we  to 
say  anything  about  it  to  them  ?" 

"  About  what  ?  the  frock  V  asks  Sir 
Gordon  mischievously. 

"  No,  no  !  about  the — about  our — hem  ! 
well,  about  our  having  made  fools  of  our- 
selves of  course  I  mean  ?" 

"  I  haven't  made  a  fool  of  myself,  what- 
ever you  may  have  done,  young  person. 
Of  course  we  shall  tell  them  at  once,  and  I 
think  the  quickest  way  would  be  to  let 
them  open  the  door  and  find  us  exactly  as 
we  are.  Don't  you  think  that  the  sight 
of  your  white  feathers  crushed  down  on  to 
the  shoulder  of  my  blackest  coat,  and  my 
varnished  boots  well  wrapped  round  by 
your  white  satin  train,  is  likely  to  bring 
home  to  their  minds  that  something  is  up  ? 
Dash   it,   it    has  /"    exclaims    Sir   Gordon 
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hurriedly,  as  he  catches  sight  of  his  aunt's 
face  at  the  half- open  door,  long  before  he 
has  time  to  extricate  himself  from  the 
affectionate  position  patronised  by  himself 
and  his  newly-betrothed. 

Stella  blushes  scarlet,  but  recovers  her- 
self in  time  to  say, 

"  How  soon  you're  back,  auntie  !" 

"  Rather  too  soon  for  some  of  my  young 
friends,  I'm  afraid,"  answers  Mrs.  Brabazon 
laughingly.  "  Now  don't  look  innocent, 
you  two,  for  I'm  delighted  at  the  whole 
thing,  and  it's  just  what  I've  always 
wished  for  and  wanted,"  she  adds  heartily, 
and  with  convenient  forge tfulness  of  her 
whilom  championship  of  Lord  Cunning- 
hame's  pretensions. 

"  Yes,  we  have  decided  on  taking  each 
other  for  better  or  worse,  Mrs.  Brabazon, 
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and  I  hope  you'll  help  me  to  persuade  this 
young  lady  into  marrying  me  as  soon  as 
possible,"  answers  Sir  Gordon. 

"  How  soon  may  that  mean,  please  to 
tell  me  first'?"  replies  Mrs.  Brabazon, 
sinking  into  an  arm-chair  and  solemnly 
untying  her  bonnet- strings,  as  if  to  give 
more  room  to  her  thoughts. 

"  Well,  this  is  the  middle  of  May.  Let 
it  be  by  the  end  of  June  V  urges  Gordon 
Leslie. 

"  Oh,  Gordon,  but  we  shouldn't  have 
time  for  anything.  Not  even  for  you  to 
go  down  and  see  Kingsdene !"  pleads 
Stella. 

"  My  dear,  I  think  that  Gordon  is 
right,"  interposes  Mrs.  Brabazon.  "  What 
is  the  use  of  two  young  people  who  have 
agreed    to   pass   the    rest    of    their   lives- 
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together,  waiting  for  a  few  extra  weeks  ? 
Besides  short  engagements  are  de  rigueur 
at  present.  Look  at  Lord  Cunninghame  ; 
why,  Mrs.  Villiers  married  him  before  a 
month  was  out  I" 

"  Is  his  old  love's  name  always  to  haunt 
him,  even  now  when  he  has  found  his  new 
one  ?"  wonders  Sir  Gordon  to  himself  with 
a  shiver  such  as  people  say  is  caused  by 
some  one's  walking  over  their  grave. 

The  tinge  of  sadness  which  passes  over 
his  face  is  a  far  stronger  argument  to  Stella 
Ray  for  the  fulfilment  of  his  wishes  than 
are  her  aunt's  words,  so  she  answers  : 

"  Very  well,  then  the  end  of  June  shall 
be  fixed,  and  if  I  don't  get  smart  clothes 
enough  by  that  time  to  please  you,  Gordon, 
you    must    blame    yourself  and    not    me, 


sir." 
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u  I  don't  want  you  in  fine  clothes,  Star," 
lie  says  in  a  low  tone  (Mrs.  Brabazon 
having  considerately  taken  herself  once- 
more  out  of  the  room).  "  I  want  you 
in  my  everyday  life." 

"  I  understand,  darling,"  answers  Stella  ; 
and  she  "  understands "  more  than  even 
Sir  Gordon  dreams  of,  as  she  lays  her 
wise  little  head  down  on  his  shoulder,  and 
spends  the  next  hour  in  trying  to  make  his 
thoughts  of  the  present  and  anticipations 
for  the  future  sweep  away  the  memory  of 
the  sad  past. 


CHAPTER   II. 

THE    FASHION    OF    THIS    WORLD. 

"  How  much  is  wasted,  wrecked,  forgot, 
On  this  side  heaven!" 
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T  is  Ascot  Cup  day,  and  a  day  of 
cloudless  sunshine — so  that  "  the 
fashion  of  this  world "  has  as- 
sembled in  full  force  ;  and  even  the  select 
and  carefully  guarded  square  yards  of 
green  turf  known  as  the  Royal  Enclosure 
are  almost  too  crowded  with  chairs  and 
with  ladies'  dresses  to  render  locomotion 
either  safe  to  the  latter  or  profitable  to 
one's  self. 

Somehow  the  sunshine  appears   to  rest 
more   outwardly  than   inwardly  on   many 
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of  the  faces  assembled  there,  and  "young 
England  "  seems  scarcely  in  the  exuberant 
spirits  with  which  her  representatives  are 
usually  blessed  (spirits  which,  to  do  them 
justice,  can  stand  the  defeat  so  often  dealt 
out  to  them  by  "  la  fortune  de  la  guerre," 
even  better  than  victory),  and  it  is  easy  to 
note  that  by  the  racing  world  at  least,  the 
notorious  ill-luck  which  the  "  Ascot  hill " 
so  often  brings  on  that  royal  meeting,  has 
been  as  fatally  felt  to-day  as  heretofore. 

It  would  be  difficult  to  say  how  many 
really  joyous  hearts  are  to  be  found 
amongst  that  gay  happy  crowd  !  A  portly 
dame  clad  in  somewhat  vivid  hues  is 
trying  hard  not  to  show  the  anxiety  she 
feels  at  her  young  daughter's  obstinacy  in 
flirting  so  outrageously  with  Pound  Foolish 
of  the  Coldstream  Guards,  when  old  Lord 
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Pennywise  is  meditating  the  offer  of  him- 
self and  his  family  mansion  of  Skinflint 
Hall,  to  that  most  imprudent  and  improvi- 
dent young  lady.  Nor  does  the  worn,  fair, 
effeminate  face  of  the  young  lord  who  is 
.sauntering  slowly  back  from  the  ring, 
where  he  has  laid  as  many  thousands  in 
three  minutes  as  he  owns  hundreds  in  the 
year,  look  altogether  a  happy  one.  He 
knows  that  for  many  a  month  past  his 
luck  has  been  in  the  ascendant,  and  that 
his  coolness  of  head  and  calmness  in 
financial  crises,  are  by-words  amongst 
those  of  his  own  set ;  but  for  all  that  the 
wheel  must  turn,  and  the  day  is  already 
dawning  when  in  his  own  life  he  shall 
see  realised  the  well-known  formula,  which 
night  after  night  rings  in  his  ears,  "  Le  jeu 
ne  va  plus  !" 
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Walking  by  his  side  is  a  short,  thick-set 
man,  whose  plebeian  countenance  wears  a 
look  of  deep  cunning,  hidden  by  apparent 
cordiality.  He  does  not  find  it  altogether 
to  his  taste,  this  society  into  which  he 
has  pushed  himself  by  force  of  money 
alone,  and  he  cannot  conceal  from  his 
own  heart  that  it  is  more  toleration  than 
any  other  feeling  which  admits  him  into 
its  sacred  circles.  Still  this  earthen  pot 
consoles  himself  much  with  the  reflection 
of  how  easily  he  can  break  those  others 
of  delicate,  rare,  old  china,  when  they  both 
meet  in  life's  broad  stream. 

The  merry  laugh  of  the  dark,  gipsy- 
faced  girl  in  pink,  leaning  against  the  iron 
rails  in  front,  is  only  to  hide  the  discom- 
fiture caused  by  the  sudden  desertion  of 
her  most  favoured    admirer,    whose   fickle 
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fancy  has  fallen  a  prey  to  the  fair  little 
virgin  in  blue,  sitting  close  behind  her. 
Even  the  latter  is  not  feeling  such  entire 
satisfaction  as  the  fact  of  having  utterly 
routed  a  rival  might  be  supposed  to  bring 
with  it ;  that  bleu-de-lac  dress  is  super- 
humanly  tight,  and  those  pretty  bronze 
shoes  pinch  more  than  metaphorically. 

Two  men  walk  across  from  the  paddock 
to  the  Iron  Stand,  and  some  one  casually 
observes :  "  Those  fellows  ought  to  be 
cheery,  for  they've  each  won  a  year's  in- 
come on  that  last  race  !"  But  the  elder  of 
the  two  has  spent  more  than  two  incomes 
already  in  steady  gambling  during  every 
hour  of  the  twenty-four,  and  the  young 
baronet  leaning  on  his  arm  has  scarcely 
won  enough  to  cover  the  forfeits  and 
training     expenses     of    the     very    horse 
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which  has  just  landed  his  first  race  for 
him. 

"  What  a  day  we  are  having  !"  chaffs  a 
merry  young  sub-lieutenant  in  the  House- 
hold Brigade  to  a  comrade. 

"  Yes  ;  and  what  a  night  we  have  had  /" 
responds  his  less  jovial  friend  ;  and  the 
lad's  face  falls  as  he  remembers  the  debts 
of  honour  hanging  over  him,  and  his 
promise  to  his  fine  old  father  two  months 
ago  that  "  this  should  be  the  very  last 
time  !" 

There  is  no  sadder  heart  in  all  the 
crowd  than  that  of  the  tall  dark  man,  who 
is  leaning  down  and  speaking  so  earnestly 
to  the  sparkling,  soft-tongued,  false-hearted 
coquette  beside  him.  She  has  played  fast 
and  loose  with  him  for  many  a  weary 
year,  and  though  he  is  now  expostulating 
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for  the  hundredth  time  on  the  cruelty  of 
subjecting  him  to  these  ceaseless  pangs  of 
wild  jealousy  at  her  sovereign  will  and 
pleasure,  pour  passer  le  temps,  they  both 
know  that  ere  long  he  will  be  ready  and 
willing  to  barter  his  very  souk  for  a  smile 
once  more,  and  will  hug  to  himself  closer 
than  ever  those  chains  which  he  dares 
not,  cannot  break !  Ay  de  mi !  how 
many  men  since  the  days  of  Sisera,  hav^ 
been  "  sold  into  the  hands  of  a  woman  !" 

It  is  a  strange  medley  of  characters  and 
faces,  that  upon  which  this  June  sun  is 
shining.  Here  is  a  face  which  is  all  too 
notorious,  the  owner  of  which  keeps  her 
head  "  above  water "  more  from  the 
apathy  of  this  world  than  from  its  respect ; 
there  is  the  fresh,  childish  countenance  of 
some  real  ingenue,  fresh  from  the  school- 
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room  and  the  bread-and-butter  of  life  in 
its  teens.  Here  are  an  elderly  pair  of 
fashionables,  whose  "  attachment "  is  a 
source  of  wonder  and  delight  to  their  more 
juvenile  friends  (though  its  age  might 
almost  save  it  from  impertinent  criticism), 
and  who  ajDparently  do  not  think  that  the 
law  which  forbids  any  one  being  enamoured 
of  their  own  grandfather  or  grandmother, 
applies  to  other  people's  grandfathers  and 
grandmothers  also.  There  again  sit  a  gay 
young  couple  embarking  on  a  boy-and-girl 
flirtation  which  will  scarce  last  out  the 
week. 

There  are  moralists  who  say,  how  hard 
it  is  that  the  fact  of  "  people  who  do  right 
being  recompensed,  and  those  who  do 
wrong  being  punished,"  is  one  which  comes 
true  in  books  alone,  thereby  marking  the 
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difference  between  real  life  and  fiction. 
But  why  should  every  dog  not  have  his 
day  %  There  is  a  stronger  power  than 
simply  might  and  right,  the  power  of 
Time  itself,  which  will  ranger  all  that 
is  false  in  society  only  too  surely  and  too 
soon.  Not  even  the  small  falsehoods  will 
escape  ;  the  golden  hair  supplied  by  hair- 
dressers, the  clothes  supplied  by  long- 
suffering  tailors  and  modistes,  the  stepping 
hacks  so  long  unpaid  for  ;  all  these  things 
will  Time  set  right  as  one  by  one  he  takes 
away  the  beauty,  the  comeliness,  and  the 
light-heartedness  of  youth,  which  made 
these  possessions  ungrudged  to  us. 

And  in  greater  things  than  these  will 
the  hand  of  Time  be  felt  to  "  set  things 
right."  Each  unintentional  false  witness 
against,  or  careless  jest  at  the  expense  of 
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our  neighbour,  will  surely  be  regretted 
when  that  neighbour  is  no  longer  one  of 
us  on  earth ;  the  friend  we  meant  so  little 
to  vex,  but  were  so  careless  whether  we 
did  so  or  not,  will  have  his  revenge  when 
the  day  comes  that  we  shall  see  his  face 
no  more,  and  old  grievances  can  never 
again  be  wiped  out. 

The  face  of  our  pure  first  love  will  look 
reproachfully  at  us  from  amongst  the 
crowd  of  later  memories  which  haunt  us  in 
our  dark  hours ;  and  the  scant  justice  we 
have  dealt  to  many  a  kind  and  loving 
heart,  whose  only  fault  perhaps  has  been 
that  it  loved  us  not  wisely  but  too  well, 
will  be  regretted  bitterly  enough  when  we 
have  grown  so  old  that  for  us  at  least 
"the  fashion  of  this  world"  is  passing 
away. 
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Certainly  one  of  the  happiest,  perhaps 
the  happiest  heart  at  Ascot  to-day  is  that 
of  Stella  Ray;  and  many  a  glance  of 
approbation  follows  the  girl's  tall  graceful 
figure  and  proudly-carried  head,  as  she 
saunters  about  the  lawn  with  Sir  Gordon, 
or  sits  beside  the  friend  who  is  her 
chaperon  for  the  day. 

Though  thoroughly  well,  she  is  simply 
dressed,  a  fact  which  in  itself  is  a 
great  relief  from  the  extravagant 
follies  in  their  toilettes  so  frequently 
indulged  in  by  the  fashionable  young 
ladies  of  the  present  day,  who  apparently 
seem  to  forget  that  they  outdo  Father 
Time  himself  in  lending  age  to  their 
appearance,  by  the  unyouthful  gorgeous- 
ness  of  their  attire.  But  Stella's  white 
dress  is  very  perfectly  made,  and  Stella's- 
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white  chip  bonnet  sits  at  the  most 
correctly  becoming  angle  on  her  bronze- 
coloured  hair,  and  her  large  dark  eyes 
shine  with  eagerness  and  frank  enjoyment 
at  the  novelty  of  "  seeing  life,"  to  which 
the  young  country  mouse  is  so  little 
accustomed. 

Sir  Gordon  casually  overhears  one  man 
say  to  another : 

"  Well,  I  don't  wonder  they  call  Leslie 
a  thundering  lucky  beggar  !  The  money 
alone  would  be  worth  having,  but  the  girl 
is  perfectly  charming.  I  don't  know  when 
I've  seen  a  face  which  so  thoroughly  gives 
one  the  idea  of  what  I  call  '  a  good  sort/ 
as  hers." 

And  Gordon  Leslie  heartily  endorses 
his  unconscious  friend's  criticism,  as  he 
watches  for  the  bright  smile  with  which 
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Stella  is  sure  to  greet  him  when  he  takes 
the  chair  beside  her. 

"  Oh,  Gordon,  do  tell  me  who  some  of 
these  people  are  !  It's  very  evident  that 
Aunt  Brabazon  is  right  when  she  says  I 
go  out  in  society  so  little,  for  I  feel  quite 
lost  amongst  this  sea  of  strange  faces. 
And  I'm  dying  of  curiosity  to  know  all 
.about  two  or  three  I  see,  whose  identity 
completely  puzzles  me.  Now,  who  is  this 
little  fair  woman  with  pink  cheeks,  dressed 
in  the  heaviest  of  velvet  dresses  on  so  hot 
a  day  as  this  V 

"  A  little  fool  of  a  woman  who  is  steadily 
ruining  her  better  half  in  paying  for  those 
:same  magnificent  velvet  dresses.  He  is  a 
plain,  honest,  business  man,  and  a  very 
good  sort,  but,  poor  wretch !  has  allowed 
himself  to  be  adorned  with  heavy  matri- 
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monial  chains  by  his  extravagant  little 
idiot  of  a  wife1." 

"  Well  then,  Gordon,  who  is  that  wonder- 
fully good-looking  boy  leaning  against  the 
rails  over  there,  and  talking  to  a  dark 
handsome  woman  in  yellow  ?"  pursues 
Stella. 

"  Was  there  ever  a  woman  who  was  not 
smitten  with  the  good  looks  of  that  young 

man,  I  wonder  ?     It's  young  Z in  the 

Life  Guards,  and  one  of  the  be^t  boys 
going,"  adds  Sir  Gordon  with  genuine 
warmth.  "  He's  got  all  the  spirits  of  a 
boy,  with  the  tact  and  head  of  a  man  twice 
his  age ;  and  though  he  knows  how  to 
spend  money,  he's  not  a  fool,  and  can  take 
very  good  care  of  himself,  whether  riding 
to  hounds  or  cultivating  the  fair  sex.  The 
woman  he  is  talking  to  is  Lady  X ,, 
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who  can  best  be  described  as  not  one  of 
those  who  take  old  Pericles'  advice  to  the 
women  of  Athens  when  he  said  :  '  Aspire 
only  to  those  virtues  that  are  peculiar  to 
your  sex ;  follow  your  natural  modesty, 
and  think  it  your  greatest  commenda- 
tion not  to  be  talked  of  one  way  or 
other.' " 

"  I  wish  I  knew  who  that  woman  with 
the  big  green  fan  is,  Gordon ;  look  what  a 
nice  face  she  has,  though  not  a  bit  pretty." 

"  I  can't  tell  you,  for  I  don't  know  her 
either.  But  the  tall,  thin,  soldierly-looking 
man  beside  her,  whose  good  looks  seem  to 
defy  all  years,  is  no  less  a  man  than  the 
author  of  all  those  books  you  are  so  fond 
of,  Star."  And  Sir  Gordon  mentions  a 
name  well  known  throughout  the  length 
and  breadth  of  England  as  one  of  the  most 
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brilliant  writers  and  successful  novelists  of 
the  present  day. 

Stella's  interest  is  more  than  ever 
awakened,  and  she  laughingly  regrets  that 
she  has  for  so  long  turned  a  deaf  ear  to  all 
attempts  at  making  her  a  participator  in 
the  gaieties  of  the  world,  which  to-day 
look  so  entrancingly  bright ;  and  even  the 
luncheon  to  wThich  her  careful  chaperon 
hurries  her  before  long,  seems  like  a  waste 
of  time  on  so  well-occupied  a  day  as  this. 


CHAPTER  III. 

SHADOWS    OF    THE    PAST. 

"  With  all  other  men 
First  love,  though  it  perish  from  life,  only  goes 
Like  the  primrose  that  falls  to  make  way  for  the  rose. 
For  a  man,  at  least  most  men,  may  love  on  through  life  : 
Love  in  fame  ;  love  in  knowledge  ;  in  work  :  earth  is  rife 
With  labour,  and  therefore  with  love,  for  a  man. 
If  one  love  fails,  another  succeeds,  and  the  plan 
Of  man's  life  includes  love  in  all  objects.    But  1 1 
All  such  loves  from  my  life  through  its  whole  destiny 
Fate  excluded.    The  love  that  I  gave  you,  alas  ! 
Was  the  sole  love  that  life  gave  to  me." 

Lucile. 


T  is  the  last  five  minutes  before 
[|pB;f|f  the  great  race  of  the  day,  and 
i=i~~i  now    that    most    of  the    "  con>- 

missions "  are  executed  and  the  business 
done,  almost  every  eye  is  turned  on  the 
string  of  horses  which  parade  in  Indian 
file  before  the  rails  of  the  Royal  Enclosure. 
Not  only  men,  but  women  too,  anxiously 
scan  each  equine  favourite  as  it  passes  by ; 
some  because  it  is  the  right  thing  to  do, 
•others  from  a  genuine  love  of  horses  or 
racing,  and   not   a  few  because  they  are 
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jealous  of  letting  the  masculine  portion  of 
humanity  enjoy  even  the  one  privilege  of 
betting  and  gambling  without  taking  their 
share. 

Leading  the  string,  comes  one  of  the 
most  beautiful  horses  of  his  day,  and  as 
the  sun  shines  on  his  bright  bay  coat  until 
even  the  silks  and  satins  in  the  Enclosure 
are  cast  into  the  shade,  it  needs  not  the 
stentorian  voices  of  the  ring  to  declare 
that  it  is  "  eleven  to  eight  on  the  favourite." 
Quietly  and  soberly  he  parades  before  that 
seething,  shouting  mob,  and  plays  icily 
with  his  bit  under  the  accustomed  hand  of 
the  "  lucky  "  jockey  bestriding  him ;  and 
his  large  brown  eye  seems  to  scan  the 
crowd  with  a  calm  confidence  in  himself 
and  in  victory,  a  confidence  fully  justified 
by  the  memory  of  glorious  success  in  the 
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past.  For  the  beautiful  bay  is  a  Derby 
winner,  and  the  laurels  gained  by  the  hero 
of  to-day  will  only  add  one  more  wreath  of 
bays  to  the  honours  and  triumphs  already 
associated  with  the  name  of  "  Cremorne." 

Following  behind  the  favourite  come 
the  two  famous  mares  who  have  so  often 
carried  the  "  blue  and  yellow  "  of  Mentmore 
to  victory — the  one  a  winner  of  the  Leger, 
the  other  of  the  Cesare witch  ;  whilst  riding 
the  latter  is  the  well-known  form  of  one  of 
the  finest  horsemen  of  his  time,  whose  last 
Ascot  this  is  fated  to  be  !  For  many  a 
year  will  that  kindly  honest  face,  and 
marvellous  hand  and  seat,  be  missed  from 
out  the  ranks  of  his  fellow-horsemen,  and 
sad  and  heartfelt  regrets  will  echo  his  name, 
as  day  after  day  the  familiar  "  black  and 
white,  and  red  cap,"  is  worn  by  some  other 
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than  lie,  and  even  the  great  chestnut 
"Prince's"  crowning  triumphs  may  no 
longer  be  gained  under  his  old  rider's 
hand. 

Close  behind  the  grand  half-sisters,  and 
•carrying  the  picturesque  "  red,  white,  and 
blue"  of  France,  comes  the  unlucky  chest- 
nut who  has  run  second  in  no  less  than 
three  of  the  great  races  in  his  native  land. 
Nor  will  the  change  of  country  do  much  for 
him,  as  an  evil  fate  has  destined  that  he 
shall  once  more  occupy  that  little-coveted 
position  to-day. 

The  rest  of  the  horses  which  follow  in 
their  turn  are  little  noticed,  with  the 
exception  of  the  second  favourite,  a  big 
chestnut,  who  can  boast  of  the  famous 
blood  of  old  "  Alice  Hawthorn "  in  his 
veins,  and  every  one  is  speedily  occupied 
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in  selecting  some  good  point  of  observa- 
tion, from  whence  to  watch  the  coming 
race. 

"  Come  up  to  the  top  of  the  stand,  we 
shall  see  far  better  there,  Star,"  orders  her 
betrothed,  and  together  they  cross  the 
lawn  towards  the  edifice  mentioned. 

"  Oh  !  Gordon,  do  look  !'  exclaims  Stella 
eagerly.  "  There's  the  face  I  admired  so 
much  at  the  drawing  room  !  That  pale, 
fair  woman  in  light  blue,  sitting  just  inside 
the  stand,  is  Lady  Cunninghame." 

"  I  know,"  answers  Gordon  Leslie,  and 
something  in  his  voice  causes  Stella  to 
glance  quickly  at  him. 

Suddenly  the  long-forgotten  remem- 
brance of  where  she  has  once  before  seen 
Lady  Cunninghame  flashes  across  her 
mind,  and  recalls  the  memory  of  the  bright 
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look  of  gladness  which  had  swept  over 
Sir  Gordon's  face,  as  the  beautiful  woman 
who  sat  in  the  carriage  on  that  day  bent 
forward  until  her  eyes  met  his.  This  then 
was  his  first  love  ! — this  grand,  powerful 
beauty,  to  rival  whom  seems  so  utterly 
impossible  to  Stella's  young  heart. 

The  revelation  comes  upon  her  with 
overwhelming  force,  but  no  time  has  she 
to  collect  her  thoughts  ere  she  is  brought 
face  to  face  with  their  object,  as  both 
prepare  to  ascend  the  stairs  at  one  and 
the  same  time. 

"  How  do  you  do,  Sir  Gordon  {  I  am 
charmed  to  meet  you  again ;"  and  the 
silver  voice,  with  its  slight  foreign  accent, 
sends  a  thrill  through  the  very  soul  of  the 
man  standing  before  her.  But  he  remem- 
bers his  new  vows,  and  the  girl  leaning  on. 
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his  arm  so  soon  to  be  his  wife  ;  and  Lady 
Cunninghame's  tone  is  not  one  whit 
calmer  or  more  self-possessed  than  his 
own,  as  he  clasps  the  white  hand  which 
had  dealt  him  such  bitter  sorrow,  and  re- 
turns her  greeting  with  steady,  perfect 
courtesy. 

"  Will  you  allow  me  to  congratulate 
you  on  your  forthcoming  marriage  1"  con- 
tinues Lady  Cunninghame  with  a  some- 
what malicious  glance  at  her  late  despair- 
ing suitor,  which  however  is  entirely  lost 
on  the  latter,  as  he  steadily  avoids  meeting 
her  eyes.  "  I  have  heard  so  much  from 
Lord  Cunninghame  of  Miss  Kay,  that  I 
shall  feel  quite  jealous  if  you  do  not 
introduce  me  at  once,  Sir  Gordon,  and  let 
me  have  the  pleasure  of  making  her  ac- 
quaintance for  myself." 
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Stella  bows  quietly  in  acknowledgment 
of  the  introduction  which  naturally  follows, 
and  finds  herself,  without  knowing  exactly 
how,  gracefully  waived  over  to  the  charge 
of  Lord  Cuniringhame,  who  at  this  moment 
joins  the  trio,  whilst  his  wife  proceeds  up- 
stairs on  Sir  Gordon's  arm. 

"  It  is  a  very  great  pleasure  to  meet  you 
again,  Miss  Ray,"  observes  Lord  Cunning- 
hame  as  they  commence  their  ascent,  in- 
voluntarily using  the  low  soft  tone  which 
he  prides  himself  can  make  such  havoc  in 
the  hearts  of  the  fair  sex. 

"  Yes,  I  am  glad  too,"  returns  poor 
Stella  courteously,  and  trying  to  look 
extra  pleased,  for  all  that  her  eyes  are 
half  filled  with  tears  of  pain. 

Her  companion  gives  unperceived  a 
keen  glance  at  her  face,  and  a  slight  shrug 
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of  his  high  narrow  shoulders,  testifies  to 
his  contempt  for  the  weakness  he  can  read 
there  ;  but  Lord  Cunninghame  honestly 
likes  his  young  companion  as  much  as  it 
is  in  him  to  like  any  one  else  besides  him- 
self, and  so,  as  they  reach  the  crowded  roof 
of  the  stand,  he  steers  Stella  in  the  same 
direction  as  Sir  Gordon  and  his  own  wife 
have  already  gone,  and  joins  the  whole 
quartette  together  once  more. 

"  Thank  you,  Lord  Cunninghame,  for 
taking  care  of  Miss  Ray,  but  I  think  I 
had  better  take  charge  of  her  myself  now, 
as  we  are  to  make  a  rush  for  the  train 
directly  this  race  is  over." 

And  Gordon  Leslie  draws  his  future 
wife's  hand  through  his  arm  decisively. 

"  Quite  a  model  chaperon,  Sir  Gordon, "' 
murmurs  Lady  Cunninghame's  cold  voice. 
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Very  irate  is  Ida  that  by  no  strategy  can 
she  induce  her  late  victim  to  glance  even 
once  at  that  beauty  of  hers,  which  she 
knows  to  be  so  resistless. 

This  time  she  has  her  wish,  for  Gordon 
Leslie  looks  straight  at  the  fair,  beautiful 
face,  and  right  into  the  false  blue  eyes  with 
an  honest  look  of  indignation  in  his  own, 
as  he  answers : 

"  Yes  ;  a  man  should  never  undertake 
a  charge  unless  he  is  capable  of  taking 
care  of  it,  Lady  Cunninghame.  But  you're 
not  watching  the  horses,  Star."  And  a 
close  pressure  of  her  arm  within  his  own 
makes  Stella's  heart  beat  hotly  and  grate- 
fully ;  albeit  her  soul  is  still  heavy  within 
her  at  the  tangible  form  and  shape  which 
her  jealous  fancies  of  old  have  so  suddenly 
taken. 
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Like  a  dream,  there  flits  past  her  eyes 
the  little  crowd  of  horses,  as  they  start  on 
their  journey  towards  triumph   or  defeat, 
their   jockeys'   colours    making   a   perfect 
kaleidoscope   as   the   sun    lights    up    each 
brilliant  scarlet,  blue,  or  yellow ;  and  the 
hushed  roar  of  the  ring  reaches  her  ears 
with  a  far-off  sound,  like  the  surf  on  a  sea- 
beaten  shore.     Presently  she  is  dimly  con- 
scious  that  every  one   is   craning  forward 
their   heads  to  look  down   the  course,    as 
the  small  field  of  horses  rounds  the  corner 
coming  into  the  straight  once  more,  and 
she  too  mechanically  watches  them  as  they 
draw  nearer  and  nearer.     Her  vaguely  un- 
conscious eyes  see  the  two  French  horses 
struggling  with  might  and  main  to  reach  the 
girths  of  their  great  opponent,  whilst  the 
deafening  shouts  on  all  sides  redouble  in 
vol.  11.  21 
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their  strength  ;  but  the  roar  is  suddenly- 
hushed,  and  a  grim  silence  from  the  ring 
takes  its  place,  as  quietly,  easily,  and 
hard  held,  "  Cremorne  "  gallops  past  the 
post,  the  winner  of  the  gold  cup  by  eight 
lengths. 

After  this  a  rush  is  made  for  the  train, 
and  during  the  long,  tedious  journey  back 
to  town,  Stella  Ray  sits  wearily  staring  out 
of  the  window  with  absent,  vacant  eyes, 
her  thoughts  still  busy  with  the  discovery 
made  that  day. 

It  seems  such  a  wild  impossibility  now, 
this  cherished  dream  of  hers,  in  which  she 
was  gradually  to  have  Avon  Gordon  Leslie 
to  forget  the  past  in  the  present,  the  old 
love  for  the  new.  How  can  she  hope  to 
eclipse  the  memory  of  a  woman  as  beautiful 
as  the  day,  and  possessed  of  the  fascination 
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for  which  Ida  Cunninghame  is  so  famed  ? 
True,  the  cold,  nonchalant  manner  of  the 
latter  had  made  anything  but  a  favourable 
impression  on  her  frank,  warm-hearted 
young  rival,  but  the  latter  is  too  honest 
not  to  attribute  much  of  this  disapproving 
feeling  to  the  jealousy  which  she  cannot 
help  acknowledging  to  herself  has  crept 
into  her  heart.  "  And  yet  I  could  love 
him  so  far  more  truly  and  better  than  she 
<can  have  done,"  thinks  Stella,  proudly  and 
sadly.  "  She  sacrificed  him  for  money  and 
rank,  but  to  me  the  only  value  that  wealth 
has  is  to  give  it  to  him.  And  now,  when 
he  is  trying  to  regain  what  happiness  he 
can  for  the  life  which  she  has  wrecked,  she 
would  like  to  take  even  that  hope  from 
him  and  leave  him  more  desolate  than 
ever,  whilst  I  would  even  consent  to  give 
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him  up  to  her,  could  it  bring  him  peace 
and  happiness  instead  of  ruin  and  wrong." 
Poor  Stella  !  you  have  a  hard  task  be- 
fore you,  but  of  what  good  is  your  brave, 
keen  spirit,  and  strong,  true  heart,  if  you 
cannot  fight    out  the    great  battle    of  life 

©  © 

wisely  and  well,  let  the  odds  against  you 
be  what  they  may  ?  Your  fate  is  no- 
harder  than  that  of  many  other  women  ; 
even  when  "  Undine "  found  her  soul, 
they  do  not  say  that  she  found  peace  with 
it !  Do  you  not  know  how  great  a  part  of 
the  world  is  divided  into  two  sections  ? 
The  first  has  for  its  motto  the  cry  of  the 
hearts  longing  vainly  for  kindness  and  love,, 
and  which  echoes  the  sadness  of  the  souls 
hungering  for  freedom  and  sympathy,  the 
sorrow-stricken  word,  "  Manque."  But  far 
hetter  is  it  to  be  amongst  these  weary  and 
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disappointed  ones,  than  to  be  one  of  the 
band  whose  whole  life's  love  has  gone 
down  in  a  day,  who  have  realised  that  "  a 
sorrow's  crown  of  sorrow  is  remembering- 
happier  things,"  and  whose  motto  is  the 
saddest,  most  desolate  of  all  :  "  Desil- 
lusionne  I" 

As  the  train  slackens  slowly  before  its 
final  run  into  Waterloo  Station,  Sir  Gor- 
don— who  though  apparently  keeping  up 
the  ball  of  general  conversation  determi- 
nately,  has  not  been  unobservant  of  his 
future  wife's  sad  little  face — turns  to  look 
at  Stella.  Her  head  is  leaning  on  her 
hands,  which  rest  on  the  ledge  of  the 
carriage  window,  somewhat  to  the  detri- 
ment of  the  white  chip  bonnet  mentioned 
afore ;  the  rays  of  the  setting  sun  light  up 
her  hair  into  a  bright  blaze  of  gold,  and  the 
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whole  scene  recalls  vividly  to  his  mind  the 
memory  of  the  tired  child  whose  loneliness- 
had  awakened  his  kindness  and  compassion 
on  that  long  ago  journey  from  Liverpool,, 
when  Stella  had  been  first  launched  on 
the  world,  and  had  found  in  him  her  only 
friend. 

"Are  you  tired,  Star?"  he  asks,  bend- 
ing over  her,  whilst  their  fellow-passengers 
are  busy  collecting  umbrellas,  parasols,, 
shawls,  etc.  "  You  are  mine  now,  dearr 
and  so  I  feel  answerable  even  for  the 
smallest  thing  that  may  hurt  you." 

"  Yes,  I  am  tired,  Gordon.  But  it's, 
only  with  pleasure,  and  all  the  unusual 
excitement,"  answers  Stella  bravely. 

"  Darling,  you  know  all  my  life's  story 
now.  Will  you  still  help  me  to  forget  Vr 
And  there  is  an  almost  despairing  ring  in 
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the  man's  voice  which  tells  that  this  is  his 
last  hope,  and  possibly  that  a  futile  one. 

11  Always,  always,  Gordon  I"  And  some- 
how the  two  seem  to  change  places  towards 
each  other,  she  to  become  the  strong  and 
he  the  weak. 


CHAPTER   IV. 

WHEREBY    WE    CRY,    ABBA,    FATHER. 

/'  But  not  to  fear  because  all  is  taken, 
Is  the  loneliest  depth  of  human  pain." 

Expectation. 

"  Light  sorrows  speak,  great  grief  is  dumb." 

Seneca. 


<^ 


EARLY  a  year  has  passed  and 
gone,  and  the  merry  but  un- 
lucky month  of  May  has  come 
round  once  more.  Stella's  marriage  had 
been  repeatedly  delayed,  on  account  of 
the  long  and  dangerous  illness  which  had 
attacked  Mrs.  Brabazon  about  a  fortnight 
before  the  day  originally  fixed  for  that 
important  ceremony,  but  it  took  place 
finally  towards  the  end  of  the  year ;  after 
which  the  newly-married  couple  had  gone 
abroad  immediately,  with  the  intention  of 
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returning  to  Kingsdene  within  a  very  few 
weeks. 

But  month  after  month  passed  by,  and 
winter  had  given  place  to  spring,  ere  Sir 
•Gordon  and  his  young  wife  spoke  of 
returning  home  at  ]ast.  An  unceasing 
restlessness  of  spirit  seemed  to  have  taken 
possession  of  Gordon  Leslie,  and  no  sooner 
did  they  arrive  at  one  place  ere  he  declared 
it  to  be  absolutely  necessary  they  should 
move  on  to  some  other,  at  the  risk  of 
both  Stella  and  himself  being  bored  to 
death. 

Towards  his  wife  he  was  invariably  kind 
-and  affectionate ;  but  his  occasionally  dis- 
trait manner,  and  too  evident  anxiety  that 
his  careful  courtesy  should  make  up  for 
the  strength  of  feeling  which  in  his  heart 
he    felt   was   wanting,    made    it    apparent 
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enough  how  little  of  that  heart  belonged 
to  the  woman  who  bore  his  name. 

It  was  the  old,  old  story,  the  old,  old 
mistake.  Gordon  Leslie's  nature  was  one 
of  those  which  would  be  true  as  steel  to 
others  and  to  their  own  self-respect,  strong 
enough  to  "  live  down,"  but  never,  in  this 
world,  strong  enough  to  "  forget !"  He 
had  tried  to  heal  the  old  scar  by  force,  and 
for  the  time  had  more  or  less  succeeded  irr 
doing  so  ;  but  whenever  he  was  thrown 
upon  his  own  thoughts,  and  change  and 
excitement  were  wanting,  or  when  any- 
thing touched  the  old  wound  to  make  it 
start  up  afresh  and  cry  to  his  soul  "  T  am 
here  !"  then  did  the  new  love  and  the  new 
life  prove  how  powerless  they  were  to  help 
him  in  his  sore  strait.  Too  strong  to 
be    conquered,    too    weak   to    conquer,    he 
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bravely  fought  out  the  long  and  weary 
ficrht  which  time  alone  can  sometimes  end  ; 
but  instead  of  roses,  he  grasped  nettles, 
instead  of  grapes,  thorns,  because  his  eyes 
were  blinded  that  he  should  not  see  clearly, 
and  so  the  trail  of  the  serpent  was  over 
all. 

To  Stella  also,  the  last  six  months  had 
brought  anything  but  happiness.  She  was 
far  too  clear-sighted  not  to  perceive  at 
once  the  pit  into  which  both  of  them  had 
fallen  ;  the  snare  that  had  looked  so  like 
the  right,  and  yet  had  proved  itself  so 
bitterly  the  wrong. 

As  day  by  day  her  husband  grew  colder 
and  more  estranged,  and  a  forced  flow  of 
spirits  and  cordiality  took  the  place  of 
even  the  old  kind  honest  friendship  of 
their    earlier    days,    Lady    Leslie's    heart 
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sank  within  her,  though  her  very  force  of 
feeling  and  power  of  character  made  her 
carefully  conceal  the  agony  which  she  was 
suffering.  Neither  by  word  nor  deed  did 
;she  ever  make  manifest  the  strife  going  on 
in  her  brave  young  heart,  and  the  barrier 
of  pride  on  the  one  hand,  indifference  on 
the  other,  grew  greater  day  by  day 
between  husband  and  wife. 

As  she  stands  now,  leaning  against  the  " 
window    in     Mrs.     Brabazon's     house    in 

E n  Square,   she   looks  sad  and   pale 

enough,  though  even  younger,  strange  to 
say,  than  when  she  had  been  only  a  light- 
hearted  child  untouched  by  sorrow.  Her 
husband  and  herself  are  starting  this  very 
day  for  Kingsdene,  having  only  rested  two 
nights  in  town  on  their  way  through,  after 
-arriving  again  in  England ;  and  the  bright 
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memories  of  dreams  gone  by,  in  which  she 
was  to  have  been  so  happy  and  so  proud 
whilst  showing  him  all  the  beauties  of  her 
dearly  loved  home,  rise  before  her  mind 
now  with  maddening  force,  and  bring: 
regretful,  half-shed  tears  into  her  sweet, 
sad  eyes. 

She  turns  as  the  door  behind  her  opens,, 
and  Sir  Gordon,  advancing  towards  the 
fire,  throws  himself  moodily  into  the 
nearest  chair  without  perceiving  that  he 
is  not  the  only  occupant  of  the  room. 

An  unhappy  and  careworn  look  is  on 
his  face,  though  at  the  same  time  it  is  one 
which  gives  more  the  idea  of  a  man  simply 
tired  of  life,  than  one  who  is  suffering  from 
some  deep  and  hidden  sorrow.  Not  ten 
minutes  since,  whilst  crossing  Grosvenor 
Place,  a  block  in  the  crowd  of  carriages 
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"had  brought  him  once  more  face  to  face 
with  Ida  Cunninghame  ;  and  though  he 
responded  to  her  somewhat  eager  saluta- 
tion simply  with  a  courteous  lift  of  the 
hat,  the  rush  of  thoughts  that  crowded 
into  his  heart  and  mind  at  sisdit  of  his  old 

o 

love's  face,  told  him  how  little  even  yet 
she  was  forgotten. 

Stella  watches  him  gravely  and  quietly, 
and  tries  not  to  notice  his  painful  start 
and  the  effort  at  gaiety  which  he  makes 
when  at  length  he  observes  the  fact  that 
he  is  not  alone. 

"Well,  Star,  are  you  ready  to  start? 
The  carriage  will  be  at  the  door  in  a 
minute,  and  then,  hey  !  for  Kingsdene  at 
last." 

"  Yes,  I'm  quite  ready,  Gordon,  and  so 
is  the  luggage  and  everything  else.     But 
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won't  you  have  some  sort  of  lunch  before 
you  go  ?  We  shan't  get  home  until  past 
six,  you  know." 

"  All  right,  I  will.  But  here  is  the 
carriage,  and  I  must  ask  Stevens  about 
that  new  horse  your  aunt  has  just  bought, 
and  which  she  is  so  mortally  afraid  of.  I 
promised  her  that  I  would  do  so."  And 
Sir  Gordon  turns  to  leave  the  room. 

But  at  this  moment  Mrs.  Brabazon, 
accompanied  by  her  son-in-law  and  Lady 
Bland,  makes  her  appearance  on  the 
scene,  and  another  five  minutes  goes 
by  ere  he  succeeds  in  making  good  his 
escape. 

Meantime  a  group  of  idlers  are  standing 
outside  by  the  house-door,  watching  the 
somewhat  startling  eccentricities  of  be- 
haviour   in    which    Mrs.    Brabazon's   new 
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acquisition,  in  the  shape  of  a  carriage- 
horse,  is  freely  indulging.  Vainly  does 
the  latter's  companion,  a  sober-minded  old 
bay,  do  his  best  to  set  an  example  of 
decorum  to  his  younger  and  more  frivolous 
friend.  The  distant  echoes  of  a  street 
band,  and  the  increasing  crowd  of  small 
boys  and  lookers-on  in  general  which 
have  now  collected  round  him,  only 
serve  to  fan  the  flame  of  his  equine- 
wrath. 

The  old  coachman  glances  impatiently 
at  the  door  and  the  surrounding  mob,  his 
spirit  being  much  perturbed  at  the  delay, 
which  firstly  will  cause  his  cherished  horses 
to  be  unduly  hurried,  and  secondly  is  totally 
undermining  the  steadiness  and  amiability 
of  the  new  horse  on  the  near  side,  a  fact 
which  is  decisively  proved  by  an  occasional 
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bang !  bang  !  of  the  latter's  hocks  against 
the  roller  bolt. 

At  last  Sir  Gordon  Leslie  emerges  from 
the  house  and  advances  towards  the  car- 
riage to  give  the  coachman  some  order. 

"  Have  a  care,  Sir  Gordon  !"  he  exclaims, 
as  the  young  horse  afore  mentioned  lets 
out  viciouslv,  and  shaves  the  le^  of  the 
former  by  about  half  an  inch. 

Gordon  Leslie  jumps  hastily  on  one  side, 
but  in  doing  so  he  catches  his  foot  on  the 
edge  of  the  pavement,  and  falls  backward 
against  the  front  wheel  of  the  carriage, 
head  first. 

There  is  one  wild  plunge  on  the  part  of 
the  frightened  young  horse,  then  he  lashes 
out  twice  in  quick  succession,  striking 
something  each  time  with  a  dull  thud,  and 
the    next  instant   the   horror-stricken    by- 
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sstanders  are  dragging  back  the  unconscious 
form  of  an  apparently  dead  man,  one  side 
of  whose  fair  head  is  all  bedabbled  with 
blood,  where  those  terrible  iron  hoofs  have 
done  their  work. 

All  is  terror,  sorrow,  and  confusion. 
■"  Stop  her  from  coming  out  !"  "  Keep 
back  his  wife  !"  cry  those  who  have  the 
most  presence  of  mind  left  to  them,  and 
through  the  pale,  shrinking  sea  of  faces, 
the  inanimate  body  of  the  ill-fated  young 
husband  is  carried  into  the  house. 

As  this  is  accomplished,  a  clear  laughing 
voice  is  heard  saying  :  "  Good-bye,  good- 
bye to  you  all  !"  and  in  one  more  moment 
the  young  Lady  Leslie  stands  confronting 
the  bearers  of  that  ghastly  burthen. 

"  My  God !  what  is  it  V  and  to  their 
flying  day  would  no  soul  then  present  ever 
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forget  the  terrible  ring  of  fear  and  despair 
which  changed  the  gay,  clear  voice,  into 
one  so  hoarse  and  strange  as  to  be  scarcely 
recognisable. 

They  try  to  tell  her  all,  as  gently  as 
they  can,  and  struggle  to  remove  her  fromi 
the  room  where  her  husband  has  been  laid,, 
awaiting  the  arrival  of  the  doctor  hastily 
sent  for.  But  Stella  only  sits  close  to  the^ 
bed,  with  a  stony  look  of  horror  on  her 
white,  set  face,  answering  no  one,  speaking 
to  none,  and  shedding  no  single  tear. 

By-and-by  comes  the  old  family  doctor,, 
and  with  him  the  cleverest  young  surgeon 
of  the  day.  Both  enter  the  room  together 
and  close  the  door  behind  them,  whilst 
outside  it  stands  the  wife,  perhaps  so  soon: 
to  be  a  widow,  wearily  awaiting  the  sen- 
tence of  life  or  death. 
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At  last  the  door  opens,  and  the  old 
doctor  lays  a  hand  kindly  on  Stellas 
shoulder. 

"  There  is  hope,  Miss  Ray — I  mean, 
Lady  Leslie — great  hope,  and  with  care 
all  may  yet  be  well.  But  it  may  be  days, 
perhaps  even  weeks,  before  Sir  Gordon  is 
quite  conscious  again,  so  you  must  not 
despair,  my  dear  young  lady." 

"  The  chances  are  strongly  in  favour  of 
an  ultimate  recovery,  Lady  Leslie,"  chimes 
in  the  voice  of  the  young  surgeon  re- 
assuringly. 

And  for  the  first  time  tears  come  to 
Stella's  eyes,  as  she  gratefully  and  sadly 
thanks  them  for  their  good  news. 

What  is  sorrow  and  pain  so  long  as  only 
the  dear  one's  life  is  spared  ?  So  long  as 
we  can  hope  that  the   day   will  not   yet 
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come  when  we  shall  see  his  face  no  more. 
To  the  young  this  means  so  much ;  they 
have  not  yet  learnt  to  feel  that  those  we 
love  can  be  safer  and  happier  in  Heaven 
above,  than  on  this  earth  beneath,  where 
we  are  so  powerless  to  save  them  from 
sorrow,  trouble,  and  temptation  ? 

All  that  night  does  Stella  share  the 
watch  of  the  kindly  hospital  nurse,  who 
has  been  sent  by  the  doctors  to  watch  over 
her  husband's  critical  case.  He  has  re- 
covered speech  though  not  consciousness, 
and  through  many  a  low  moan  of  pain 
does  he  murmur  on  in  ceaseless  delirium. 

In  the  dim  light  of  the  carefully  shaded 
lamp  sits  Lady  Leslie,  still  in  the  pretty 
grey  travelling  dress,  now  spotted  here 
and  there  with  dull  red  stains  of  blood  ; 
still     watching,     silently     watching,    still 
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listening  with,  a  pale  set  face,  to  her 
husband's  wild  and  incoherent  words. 

One  name  is  ever  on  his  lips.  "  Ida, 
Ida  I"  he  murmurs,  and  the  watcher  at  his 
side  starts  as  if  she  had  been  struck  with 
a  knife,  but  instantly  resumes  her  quiet 
watchful  pose. 

Never  until  now  has  Stella  realised  how 
powerful  was  the  sway  which  this  first 
love  had  held  over  her  husband's  heart-; 
but  now,  when  no  thought  for  others,  no 
conventionalities  can  hold  sway  over  his 
soul,  her  memory  is  alone  in  his  thoughts. 

Stella  Leslie's  heart  is  brave  and  loving, 
but  perhaps  few  on  earth  have  suffered 
more  despairing  sorrow  than  is  her  fate  to 
bear  to-night;  as  she  realises  that  though 
by  God's  mercy  her  husband  may  be 
spared  to  her,  his  heart  and  soul  will  for 
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ever  be  apart  from  hers  ;  and  though  hit* 
God  may  be  hers,  his  people  her  people, 
he  himself  will  be  a  stranger  for  evermore. 

Towards  midnight  the  two  doctors 
return  once  more,  and  hold  a  whispered 
conversation,  first  with  the  nurse,  then 
with  each  other.  They  advance  to  the 
bedside,  and  throw  the  light  of  the  candle 
on  the  unconscious  form  lying  there. 

"  Ida,  Ida,"  murmurs  the  sick  man  rest- 
lessly, and  the  younger  physician  turns 
kindly  to  the  pale  young  watcher  standing 
near  him,  and  says  : 

"  Speak  to  Sir  Gordon,  Lady  Leslie. 
It  is  just  possible  that  it  may  soothe  him, 
as  he  calls  for  you  so  incessantly." 

The  surgeon  starts  at  the  expression  of 
Stella's  face  as  it  turns  towards  him. 
Many  a    look    of  terrible  physical  agony 
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has  he  seen  on  the  faces  of  his  fellow-men, 
but  never  has  it  been  his  fate  to  see  a 
glance  of  such  unutterable,  quiet  despair  as 
is  on  the  young  wife's  face  as  she  answers  : 

"  He  is  not  calling  for  me.  Ida  is  not 
my  name." 

The  doctors  give  each  other  a  look,  as 
much  as  to  say,  "  There  is  more  in  this 
than  meets  the  eye,"  and  Stella  sinks 
down  into  her  chair  once  more  and  covers 
her  face  with  her  hands  ;  trying  to  drown 
in  wild,  incoherent  prayers  for  mercy  and 
peace,  the  sound  of  the  ceaseless  repetition 
of  her  rival's  name.  And  so  closes  the 
day  of  Lady  Leslie's  home-coming. 


CHAPTER  V. 

TO    SUFFER   AND    BE    STRONG. 

"  And  earnest  thoughts  within  me  rise, 
When  I  behold  afar, 
Suspended  in  the  evening  skies, 
The  shield  of  that  red  star. 

"  O  star  of  strength !    I  see  thee  stand 
And  smile  upon  my  pain ; 
Thou  beckon'st  with  thy  mailed  hand, 
And  I  am  strong  again. 

"  The  star  of  the  unconquered  will, 
He  rises  in  my  breast, 
Serene,  and  resolute,  and  still, 
And  calm,  and  self-possessed." 

The  Light  of  Stars. 


EVEN  months  have  passed  by 
since  Sir  Gordon  Leslie's  dis- 
astrous return  home,  and  once 
more  Stella  is  standing  on  the  old  terrace 
at  Kingsdene,  an  open  letter  in  her 
hand. 

For  weeks  after  his  terrible  accident 
had  her  husband  lived  on  without  regain- 
ing consciousness,  and  when  at  last  a  faint 
glimmer  of  reasoning  power  returned  to 
him,  one  of  those  strange,  wayward  fancies 
the  sick  are  so  subject  to,  took  possession 
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of  his  mind,  and  the  one  being  whom  it 
irritated  him  beyond  measure  to  see  at  his 
bedside  was  his  young  wife. 

It  was  very  hard  upon  poor  Stella  to  be 
told  that  her  presence  was  hurtful  to  him, 
but  in  despair  the  old  doctor  took  her 
aside  one  morning  with  a  grave  face,  and 
said  : 

"I  fear  I  must  say  something  which 
will  hurt  you,  my  dear  young  lady,  but  it 
is  for  our  patient's  good,  so  you  must  bear 

it. 

Lady  Leslie  glanced  quickly  at  him,  an 
undefined  fear  stealing  into  her  heart. 
Could  there  be  danger  after  all,  and  was 
the  old  man  only  trying  to  break  it  to  her 
gently  ?     He  resumed  : 

"  You  may  not  know  that  it  is  quite 
natural  for    sick   people   to   take   strange 
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fancies  and  unaccountable  likes  and  dis- 
likes into  their  heads.  Such  an  one  has 
taken  possession  of  Sir  Gordon  now,  and 
as  the  sight  of  you  appears  to  agitate  him 
a  good  deal  and  to  exhaust  his  strength, 
the  less  you  are  with  him  perhaps  the 
better.  I  know  it  seems  very  unkind  to 
say  so,  dear  Lady  Leslie  ;"  and  the  good 
old  doctor's  heart  smote  him  as  he  re- 
membered how  time  after  time  that  sad, 
pale  little  face  had  met  him  bravely  and 
cheerfully  during  the  long  watches  of  the 
night ;  but  his  patient's  recovery  was  all- 
important,  and  so  he  must  persevere  in  his 
cruel  kindness. 

Stella  answered  with  more  resignation 
than  he  had  expected.  (In  her  heart  she 
thought  she  could  read  only  too  well  the 
reason  of  this  strange  dislike.) 

vol.  ii.  23 
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"  Very  well,  doctor.  I  will  give  up 
nursing  Sir  Gordon,  as  you  wish  it ;  but  I 
may  stay  on  in  the  same  house,  may  I 
not  V 

After  a  time  even  this  boon  had  to  be 
denied  her.  Perfect  change  of  scene, 
change  of  air,  and  change  of  faces,  were 
prescribed  by  the  physicians  who  were 
called  in  one  after  the  other  to  minister 
to  this  mind  diseased  ;  and  so  rooms  had 
been  taken  at  Nice  for  Sir  Gordon,  and 
about  November  he  was  transported  there 
in  charge  of  an  old  family  servant  engaged 
to  nurse  him. 

Once  away  from  England  and  from  all 
its  associations,  Gordon  Leslie  seemed  to 
gain  strength  from  day  to  day,  and  before 
long  he  wrote  word  home  to  Stella  that  he 
had  taken  his   first  short  walk,  and   was 


even  going  to  dine  at  a  friend's  house  that 
night ;   but  not   one   word  said  he  of  any 
wish  for  his  wife's  company,  nor  gave  any 
hint  as  to  when  he  should  return  to  her    ' 
-once  more. 

This  was  caused  by  a  mixture  of  two 
reasons.  Firstly,  by  the  feeling  that  he 
had  injured  Stella  by  returning  all  her 
care  with  impatient  irritability;  secondly, 
because  the  very  first  face  he  had  en- 
countered on  his  arrival  at  Nice  had  been 
that  of  Ida  Cunninghame.  And  yet  the 
.sight  of  his  old  love  affected  him  less  than 
he  would  once  have  thought  possible,  for 
though  he  knew  it  not,  between  him  and 
the  fascination  of  her  marvellous  beauty 
was  stretched  the  shield  of  a  higher,  purer, 
and  more  invincible  influence.  Day  by 
day  were  his  eyes  more  opened  to  the  real 
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nature  of  the  idol  lie  had  worshipped  so- 
vainly  and  so  long,  and  though  he  was 
often  to  be  seen  by  Lady  Cunninghame's 
side  during  her  walks  and  drives,  and 
often  shared  in  the  expeditions  made  by 
Lord  Cunninsrhame  and  herself  into  the 
sunny,  vineyard-covered  country  lying 
beyond  the  sea,  it  was  more  the  force 
of  habit  and  a  desire  for  society  and 
companionship  of  any  sort  or  kind  which 
caused  him  to  do  so,  than  any  revival  of 
the  old  feverish  lonomig  which  had  driven 
him  back  ao-ain  and  again  to  her  side  in 
days  of  yore.  There  is  never  any  use  in 
trying  to  recliauffer  an  old  attachment  ; 
either  it  is  forgotten  never,  ovfor  ever ! 

With  Stella  these  months  had  passed 
slowly  and  sadly  enough,  though  out- 
wardly   no    sign   was    ever   given    of    the 
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burden  carried  on  mind  and  heart,  and  no 
word  of  complaining  was  ever  uttered  to 
show  that  that  burden  was  sometimes 
almost  greater  than  the  girl  could  bear. 
Apparently  she  devoted  herself  more  than 
ever  to  Kingsdene,  its  gardens,  cottages, 
and  inhabitants  being  an  endless  source  of 
occupation  to  her,  though  she  scarcely  ever 
left  the  grounds  or  the  village  except  to 
take  her  long  daily  ride  each  day  for 
simple  exercise.  Still  no  one  worked 
harder  or  more  ceaselessly  from  dawn  to 
sunset  than  did  Lady  Leslie. 

It  is  sweet  to  the  spirit  and  the  senses, 
when  life  looks  golden  bright  and  all 
things  are  well  with  us,  to  lie  idly  in  the 
sun  and  dream  through  the  livelong  day ; 
but  when  darkness  is  over  all  the  earth, 
and    night    is    in    our  hearts,   there   is   no 
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rest  in  aught  but  the  weariness  which 
comes  alone  from  sheer  physical  fatigue, 
for  the  one  thing  we  dare  not  then  do  isr 
to  be  still  and  think. 

The  peculiarity  of  her  position  made 
poor  Stella's  proud  sensitiveness  recoil 
before  the  thought  of  the  discussions  and 
comments  to  which  she  must  naturally  be 
subjected  by  strangers,  so  almost  every 
visitor  to  Kingsdene  was  met  by  a  sinrple 
"  not  at  home,"  when  kindness  and  courtesy 
prompted  them  to  call  on  its  desolate  young 
chatelaine. 

But  the  strain  told  its  tale  on  Lady 
Leslie's  young  life  ere  long,  and  her  face 
grew  pale  and  thin,  and  oftentimes  wore  a 
drawn,  harassed  look,  whilst  her  gay  light 
laughter  was  seldom  heard  now.  Still  no 
word  of  blame  or  even  surprise  would  she 
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ever  allow  Mrs.  Brabazon  to  utter  with 
regard  to  her  husband's  actions,  and  that 
good  lady  grew  daily  more  and  more 
anxiously  bewildered,  as  the  weeks  passed 
on  and  there  appeared  no  sign  of  the  young 
couple  remaining  anything  but  almost 
strangers  to  each  other. 

At  last  there  came  a  day  when  Stella 
entered  the  breakfast-room  with  a  light  on 
her  face  such  as  had  not  been  seen  there 
for  many  months,  and  said  : 

"  Auntie,  Gordon  has  written  to  say 
he'll  be  back  here  this  day  week  !" 

"My  dear!  I  am  so  glad!"  and  Mrs. 
Brabazon  pushed  her  spectacles  on  to  the 
top  of  her  forehead  in  her  excitement,  and 
even  let  drop  on  to  the  ground  a  letter 
from  Lady  Bland  ten  pages  long,  which 
contained   an    engrossing    account    of    the 
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latest  ailments  of  the  infantine  Bland,  not 
to  mention  the  suspected  enormities  of  its 
nurse. 

"  This  day  week  too  !"  repeated  the  good 
old  lady,  beginning  to  feel  in  a  bustle  of 
preparation  already.  "  My  dear,  I  think 
perhaps  I"  will  go  to  Amelia's  then  for  a 
bit  until  the  house  in  town  is  ready  for  me. 
You  and  Gordon  will  like  to  be  left  alone 
just  at  first." 

"  No  indeed,  auntie/'  answered  Stella 
quickly.  "  On  the  contrary,  I  mean  to 
keep  open  house  and  have  lots  of  visitors 
next  week." 

"  Stella,  you've  gone  mad  !  Surely 
you'd  like  to  spend  your  first  week  or  two 
quietly  alone  with  your  husband  \  Besides, 
it  doesn't  seem  rigfht  or  natural  to  2fo 
cramming  the  house  with  strangers  just  as 
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a  man  is  coming  to  his  home  for  the  first 
time !" 

"  I  know  all  that,  auntie.  But  the 
fact  is,  Gordon  writes  me  word  that  he  is 
Sfoinof  to  brins:  one  or  two  friends  with 
him  ;  it  will  be  much  less  stiff  and  horrible 
if,  as  we  must  have  strangers  here  then, 
we  have  a  good  many." 

Mrs.  Brabazon  shook  her  head  sadly. 
The  manners  and  customs  of  the  "present 
day  were  becoming  enigmas  to  her. 

"Well,  I  must  say  it  does  seem  very 
odd  of  Gordon  to  go  and  bring  strangers 
with  him  at  snch  a  time,"  she  observed 
indignantly,  but  a  glance  at  Stella's  flushed 
cheeks  and  trembling  lips  opened  the  good 
woman's  eyes  to  the  pain  which  the  latter 
also  had  suffered  at  such  a  thought,  and  in 
a  very  few  minutes  she  was  ready  to  aid 
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and  abet  Lady  Leslie  in  her  scheme  of 
lessening  the  awkwardness  of  the  first  few 
days  to  be  passed  in  the  society  of  two  or 
three  friends,  by  considerably  adding  to 
their  number. 

Truth  to  tell,  it  was  Sir  Gordon's  letter 
which  had  decided  Stella  to  take  this  step ; 
it  read  so  strangely  unloverlike,  and  from 
sheer  shyness  had  been  worded  so  coldly 
and  quietly,  that  do  what  she  would  she 
could  not  bring  herself  to  look  upon  him 
in  any  light  but  that  of  the  old  friend  and 
bon  camarade  of  earlier  days.  As  that 
alone  would  she  receive  and  welcome  him, 
until  time  might  possibly  succeed  in  doing 
what  as  yet  her  piteous  tears  and  wild 
prayers  to  Heaven  had  failed  to  do,  and 
might  give  her  her  young  husband's 
heart    and    love,    as    well    as    his    name, 
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which    now    alone    she    could     feel    was 
hers. 

It  is  a  mild,  warm  February  day,  this 
on  which  Lady  Leslie  stands  upon  the  old 
terrace  reading,  for  the  twentieth  time,  her 
husband's  letter  : 

"  Dearest  Star, 

"The  doctors  have  at  last  pro- 
nounced me  convalescent,  and  so  there  is 
nothing  to  prevent  my  returning  home 
once  more,  which  I  am  naturally  most 
anxious  to  do.  Unless  I  hear  that  you 
are  away,  or  anything  else  to  the  contrary, 
I  shall  leave  here  the  end  of  this  week, 
stay  a  day  in  town,  and  reach  Kingsdene 
on  Tuesday  the  23rd.  I  want  you  to  tell 
me  whether  it  would  put  you  out  to  receive 
two    friends    of    mine,    a   Mr.    and    Mrs. 
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Donnington,  for  a  few  days  1  They  are  a 
rather  elderly  couple,  and  not  particularly 
amusing,  but  they  have  been  wonderfully 
kind  to  me  in  every  way  all  the  time  I 
have  been  here,  and  I  should  like  if 
possible  to  return  it  as  well  as  I  can ;  so  I 
ventured  to  say  I  would  ask  you  whether 
they  might  accompany  me  to  Kingsdene 
for  a  day  or  two,  as  it  is  all  on  the  way  to 
their  own  home.  Let  me  know  if  you 
would  sooner  they  did  not  come,  as  I  can 
easily  get  out  of  it."  (In  his  heart  Gordon 
Leslie  had  almost  hoped  that  his  wife 
would  say  :  "  Don't  let  them  come ;"  but 
had  he  seen  the  curl  of  Lady  Leslie's  lip, 
he  would  scarce  have  been  so  blind  as  to 
dream  of  such  an  act  of  natural  weakness 
being  in  her  mind.)  "  Telegraph  an 
answer  to  me  here  as  soon  as  you  can ;  I 
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am  sick  to  death  of  '  foreign  parts/  and 
lon^  to  be  home  a^ain.  Unless  the  trains 
are  altered,  I  shall  reach  Haverley  Station 
at  5.30  on  Tuesday  week,  and  if  the 
Donningtons  are  with  me,  will  you  order 
something  to  meet  them  that  can  carry  a 
good  lot  of  luggage  ?  The  Cunninghames 
were  here  a  short  time  ago,  but  have  left 
more  than  a  fortnight  now,  to  return  to 
Winncote.  I  hope  that  you  have  had  no 
more  trouble  with  those  poaching  people 
you  wrote  to  me  about ;  considering  all 
you  do  for  them  it's  confoundedly  hard 
they  should  annoy  you.  I  shall  keep  all 
news  till  we  meet,  which  I  hope  will  be 
soon  now. 

"  Ever  your  loving  husband, 

"  Gordon  Leslie. 

"  Nice  :  February  13." 
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A  kind  and  affectionate  letter  enough, 
perhaps,  but  scarcely  such  as  most  young 
husbands  would  write  to  their  brides. 
And  so,  small  wonder  is  it  that  Lady 
Leslie  reads  it  calmly  and  sadly  through, 
without  a  tremor  or  a  blush,  and  then 
rouses  herself  with  a  weary  sigh  to  re- 
turn to  the  house  once  more,  there  to 
write  notes  of  invitation,  order  rooms 
to  be  got  ready,  and  do  the  hundred 
and  one  things  required  to  put  a  quiet, 
orderly  household  into  a  ferment  of  pre- 
paration and  expectation,  and  finally  to 
despatch  the  following  concise  tele- 
gram : 

"  Shall  expect  you  on  Tuesday.  By  all 
means  bring  your  friends.  Everything  shall 
be  ready." 

Two   days  before  the    23rd  arrived,  an 
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event  occurred  which  for  the  moment 
drove  even  the  thought  of  that  long- 
looked-for  day  out  of  Stella's  head. 

As  she  sat  writing  letters  by  the  fire  in 
her  own  little  sitting-room,  late  in  the 
afternoon,  a  peal  of  the  house-door  bell, 
followed  by  the  abrupt  entrance  of  Mrs. 
Brabazon  in  a  state  of  breathless  agitation, 
caused  her  some  surprise. 

"  Oh  !  my  dear  Stella,  something  dread- 
ful has  happened.  They're  carrying  in  a 
man,  and  I  know  he's  dead.  Oh  dear, 
•oh  dear  !" 

"  Nonsense,  auntie,  you're  frightening 
yourself  for  nothing,  I'm  sure,"  answered 
Stella,  making  quickly  for  the  door  how- 
ever, to  judge  with  her  own  eyes  the  extent 
of  the  catastrophe. 

To  her  unutterable  amazement  she  was 
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confronted  by  Lady  Cunninghame,  who 
left  the  side  of  her  husband,  where  he 
was  being  supported  in  a  chair  by  the 
hastily-summoned  servants,  to  explain  the 
cause  of  the  somewhat  startling  scene 
which  now  greeted  Stella's  eyes. 

It  seemed  that  Lord  Cunninghame  and 
herself  had  driven  over  in  her  ladyship's 
pony-carriage  to  Kingsdene,  with  the  view 
of  paying  a  formal  call  on  its  newly-mar- 
ried chatelaine ;  that  as  they  turned  in 
under  the  narrow,  quaint  old  stone  arch 
of  the  gateway,  a  wheel  of  the  pony- 
carriage  had  got  caught  on  the  corner  ; 
and  whilst  Lord  Cunninghame  was  getting: 
out  to  help  his  servant  back  the  ponies 
quietly,  the  latter  had  swerved  suddenly 
and  thrown  him  violently  off  the  step  of 
the  carriage. 
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For  a  moment  both  the  servant  and 
herself  had  feared  that  he  was  dead,  as 
the  old  man  lay  so  still,  but  a  severe 
shock  and  a  bad  blow  on  his  head  proved 
to  be  the  extent  of  his  injuries,  though 
his  continued  faintness  made  his  state  very 
alarming  to  look  upon. 

Stella  of  course  would  not  hear  of  the 
poor  old  man's  being  moved,  and  as  the 
doctor  on  his  arrival  entirely  coincided  in 
the  wisdom  of  her  suggestion,  and  peremp- 
torily forbade  his  removal  from  Kingsdene, 
a  message  was  despatched  at  once  to 
Winncote,  with  intelligence  of  what  had 
•occurred,  and  orders  for  Lord  and  Lady 
Cunniiwhame's  servants  and  things  to 
be  sent  over  to  them  as  speedily  as 
possible. 

vol.  11,  24 
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All  that  night  the  poor  old  man 
suffered  great  pain  in  his  head,  and  be- 
tween that  and  the  shock  to  his  general 
system,  became  very  weak  and  quite  wan- 
dering in  his  mind  towards  morning,  so 
that  all  thought  of  departure  was  out  of 
the  question. 

A  telegram  received  that  day  from  her 
husband,  announced  to  Lady  Leslie  his 
safe  arrival  in  England,  and  that  he  would 
reach  Kingsdene  the  next  evening  for 
certain  ;  but  that  his  friends  were  detained 
in  town,  and  would  not  accompany  him 
after  all.  So  Lady  Leslie,  putting  aside 
as  unworthy  the  uncontrollable  thought 
that  of  all  people  on  earth  the  last  whose 
presence  she  would  just  then  have  wished 
for   was    Lady  Cunningham  e,   courteously 
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begged  the  latter  to  stay  on,  as  their 
rooms  would  not  now  be  required,  and 
the  doctor  seemed  to  think  it  better  that 
Lord  Cunninghame  should  still  keep  tole- 
rably quiet. 

Some  stray  remarks  which  fell  from 
Ida's  lips  caused  Lady  Leslie  many  a  sad 
and  vague  speculation  as  to  whether  Sir 
Gordon  had  once  more  succumbed  before 
the  power  of  his  old  infatuation  during 
their  sojourn  at  Nice,  and  the  danger 
of  now  encouraging  a  renewal  of  their 
acquaintance  made  itself  very  appa- 
rent. 

Still,  it  were  better  to  know  the  truth 
than  to  suffer  indefinite  fears,  decided  the 
girl  in  her  own  mind,  especially  as  no 
human  soul  save  herself  must  even  guess 
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at  those  same  fears ;  and  so  all  kindness 
and  hospitality  should  be  shown  to  her 
enemy,  let  the  results  be  what  they 
might. 


CHAPTER  VI. 

IN   A   FORKED   PATH   CHOOSE   THE   RIGHT   HAND. 

."  Look  in  my  face,  dear, 
Openly  and  free, 
Hold  out  your  hand,  dear, 
Have  no  fear  of  me. 
Thus  as  friends  old  loves  should  part, 
Each  one  with  a  quiet  heart." 


T  is  nearly  six  o'clock,  and  the 
dull  day  which  the  23rd  of 
February  has  proved  itself,  is 
fast  drawing  to  a  close.  Outside  the 
house  at  Kingsdene  all  is  cold,  discomfort, 
.and  darkness  ;  inside,  there  is  nothing  but 
warmth,  comfort,  and  a  blaze  of  lights. 

One  room  alone  is  still  in  semi- darkness, 
only  lit  up  brightly  every  now  and  then,  as 
some  log  out  of  the  pile  of  wood  burning 
in  the  huge  old  open  fireplace  falls  down 
with  a  crash  and  sends  forth  a  shower  of 
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fiery  sparks  on  every  side.  By  the  fire,  in 
this  private  sanctum  of  hers,  sits  Lady 
Leslie,  her  arms  folded  and  resting  on  her 
knees,  whilst  with  a  grave  and  speculative 
look  she  watches  flame  after  flame  as  it 
springs  up,  lives  out  its  minute  of  triumph 
and  then  dies  away  for  ever. 

All  her  guests  have  arrived,  though  not 
yet  Sir  Gordon,  and  since  four  o'clock  has 
Stella  been  occupied  in  refreshing  their 
wearied  bodies  with  tea,  and  their  minds 
with  such  amount  of  amusing  banalite 
as  she  can  muster. 

Mrs.  Brabazon  had  proved  herself  in- 
valuable by  engaging  the  only  other  elderly 
lady  of  the  party  in  an  earnest  and  lengthy 
discussion,  which  lasted  until  the  ladies 
dispersed  to  their  own  rooms,  but  of  which 
nothing   was   heard    except    stray  words, 
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such  as  :  "  You  don't  say  so  1"  "  She 
always  gave  me  the  idea  of  it."  "  But 
not  so  soon,  my  dear  !"  "  And  what  did 
he  say  to  it  V  etc.,  etc. 

Two  Miss  Debenhams  had  also  been  of 
much  assistance  in  making  every  one  lose 
that  unconquerable  feeling  of  shyness  and 
general  dislike  to  one's  fellow-creatures, 
which  the  first  hour  in  a  strange  house  is 
so  apt  to  create.  They  were  both  cheery, 
good-looking  girls  enough,  and  invariably 
dressed  alike,  even  in  the  very  minutest 
details  of  their  toilette,  which,  as  Miss 
Debenham  was  very  tall  and  thin,  and 
Miss  Flora  Debenham  extremely  short 
and  stout,  was  somewhat  of  a  mistake; 
for  the  same  style  of  clothes  could  not  suit 
both,  and  consequently  but  one  young 
lady  at  a  time  could  be  done  justice  to. 
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The  only  other  lady  was  the  daughter 
of  the  elderly  female  before  mentioned,  a 
quiet,  clever  girl,  but  not  so  popular 
in  society  as  were  the  Miss  Deben- 
hams. 

The  men  of  the  party  were  all  young  or 
youngish ;  the  eldest  amongst  them,  a 
cousin  of  Mrs.  Brabazon's,  being  the 
colonel  of  a  smart  light  cavalry  regiment. 
With  him  had  come  two  of  his  officers — 
the  senior  captain  of  the  — th  Lancers,  a 
fair  effeminate-looking,  gentleman-like  in- 
dividual, much  sought  after  by  the  ladies, 
and  his  good-looking  sub-lieutenant,  much 
given  to  seeking  after  them. 

Besides  these  three  there  was  a  returned 
Indian,  a  malade  imaginaire,  who  con- 
tributed little  to  the  conversation,  having 
received  such  a  chill  in  the  course  of  his 
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journey,  as  to  stultify  all  ideas  and  even 
almost  all  movement  on  his  part. 

Now  that  the  ladies  have  betaken 
themselves  upstairs,  the  returned  Indian 
to  a  hot  bath,  and  the  other  men  to  the 
billiard-room,  Lady  Leslie  has  a  short 
respite,  and  creeps  into  her  pet  little 
sitting-room  to  think  over  the  past  hour, 
and  more  truly  perhaps  to  dread  the 
coming  one. 

She  glances  at  the  fast  darkening 
windows,  and  shudders  as  the  snow- 
flakes,  which  have  been  falling  for  some 
hours,  still  drift  heavily  against  the 
window-panes,  and  the  wind  howls 
mournfully  round  and  round  the  thick 
grey  walls.  But  the  stout  old  mansion 
has  neither  cracks  nor  crannies  through 
which  the  sharp  north-easter  can  make  its 
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way,  and  so  the  latter  moans  desolately 
and  hopelessly  in  the  darkness  outside,  as 
if  cheated  of  its  lawful  prey. 

"  In  about  ten  more  minutes  he  will  be 
here,"  thinks  Lady  Leslie  to  herself,  and 
straightway  her  thoughts  revert  to  a  great 
anxiety  as  to  whether  she  will  feel  nervous 
at  the  coming  meeting,  possibly  even  look 
hot  and  shy  (oh,  horror  !)  and  any  way 
perhaps  forget  all  the  carefully  prepared 
speeches  which  she  has  rehearsed  in  her 
own  mind  time  after  time  during  the  past 
week.  Vaguely  she  wonders  whether  Sir 
Gordon  will  be  kind  and  nice  to  her,  or 
only  coldly  courteous,  and  whether  he  will 
be  so  much  under  the  fascination  of  her 
rival  as  to  make  that  rival's  supremacy  a 
bitter  and  openly  acknowledged  fact. 

At    this    thought    Stella's    fair    white 
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forehead  contracts  and  a  hard  look  takes 
possession  of  the  large  brown  eyes,  as  the 
girl  mutters  to  herself  angrily,  "  That  is  a 
s^ame  which  more  than  one  can  play  at !" 
and  for  some  moments  she  occupies  herself 
in    mentally    appraising    the    merits    and 
demerits  of  the  masculine  portion  of  her 
visitors,   when   regarded   in   the    light   of 
"  foils."     She  cannot  resist  a  laugh  at  the 
thought    of   the    returned    Indian    in  the 
character   of    a   gay    Lothario,    and   only 
fondly  trusts  that  he  may  not  have  made 
a  perfect  bouillie  of  himself  by  dinner-time. 
But  the  others  might  do  very  well,  she 
thinks,    were    it   not     for  that    feeling   of 
intense   weariness   which   is   apt  to  come 
over   her   when    listening    to    "  civilities " 
from  every  man  on  earth  save  one.     On 
the  whole  she  comes  to  the  conclusion  that 
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the  "  diamond  cut  diamond "  line  would 
not  be  her  forte  after  all,  and  that  it  is  far 
better  to  go  one's  own  way  quietly  and  be 
leal  and  loyal  to  both  friend  and  foe, 
wherein  she  was  not  far  wrong.  Flirting,. 
in  the  fullest  sense  of  the  word,  is  not  a 
bad  form  of  opium  when  the  soul  is 
oppressed  with  a  passion  malheureuse,  but 
even  a  greater  power  than  that  lies  in  the 
wish  of  most  honest  hearts,  to  keep  their 
ideal  pure,  and  sacred,  and  undisturbed. 
How  often  do  the  two  feelings  fight  out 
many  a  weary  battle  in  this  world  ! 

At  this  moment  Gordon  Leslie's  own 
words,  spoken  long  ago  to  a  child,  and 
faithfully  remembered  now  that  that  child 
is  a  living,  loving  woman,  flit  across 
Stella's  mind  :  "  Go  your  own  line,  only 
see  that  it  is   a  straight  one,  and  try  to 
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keep  as  honest  and  true  at  heart  as  you 
can." 

"  Ay,  I  will  1"  murmurs  Gordon  Leslie's 
wife  to  herself  resolutely,  and  at  that 
moment  the  sound  of  the  hall-door  bell 
reverberating  through  the  house,  rouses 
her  with  a  start  to  face  the  exigencies  of 
the  moment. 

As  she  crosses  the  hall,  Stella  perceives 
Lord  Cunninghame  (who  has  been  allowed 
to  join  the  rest  of  the  party  towards 
evening)  sitting  by  the  fire,  whilst  close 
beside  him  stands  his  wife,  who  keeps  her 
eyes  steadily  fixed  on  Lady  Leslie  as  if  to 
note  any  sign  of  Aveakness  or  agitation 
which  the  latter  may  display,  wherein 
she  had  somewhat  wrongly  estimated  that 
young  lady's  character. 

When  Sir  Gordon  enters  the  great  hall, 
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blinking  desperately  at  the  sudden  migra- 
tion from  darkness  into  light,  he  is 
conscious  of  the  fact  that  a  tall,  graceful 
young  hostess  is  coming  forward  to  bid 
him  welcome,  and  that  by  some  strange 
edict  of  fate  that  same  courteous  young 
hostess  is  nothing  less  than  his  own  wife ; 
but  the  quiet  calm  kiss  which  she  tenders 
him,  only  makes  Sir  Gordon  feel  to  his 
inmost  heart  and  soul,  how  great  and 
impassable  is  the  barrier  between  them. 

He  exchanges  a  surprised  greeting  with 
Lord  and  Lady  Cunninghame,  and  listens 
to  the  former's  account  of  his  accident  and 
consequent  presence  there,  in  utter  bewil- 
derment. 

"  Will  you  have  some  tea  ?"  inquires 
Lady  Leslie,  as  though  the  thought  of 
that  refreshing  beverage  must  perforce  be 


A  FORKED  PA  TH.  1 1 3 

uppermost  in  every  one's  mind ;  and  she 
feels  quite  grateful  to  Sir  Gordon  for 
accepting  the  offer,  and  thereby  giving 
her  a  chance  of  occupying  the  little  white 
hands  which,  do  what  she  will,  cannot 
refrain  from  trembling  slightly. 

"  How  bitterly  cold  it  is  to-night," 
murmurs  Lady  Cunninghame,  in  a  tone 
of  wearied  languor. 

"Yes,  indeed  it  is,"  assents  Stella* 
brightly.  "  But  as  your  room  faces 
south,  I  hope  you  will  not  feel  the  cold 
so  very  much." 

Sir  Gordon  glances  curiously  at  his  wife, 
under  cover  of  the  shade  which  a  large 
palm  leaf  (they  are  having  tea  beside  the 
huge  fire  in  the  hall)  casts  upon  his  face. 
The  light  is  so  dim  that  he  cannot  read 
its   expression,    nor   see   anything    but    a 
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gleam  of  red-gold  hair  shining  out  from 
the  darkness  which  seems  to  cover  alL 
But  her  voice  sounds  blithe  and  clear,  and 
a  feeling  of  half  disappointment  creeps 
into  his  heart  at  the  careless  indifference 
which  he  imagines  she  shows  during  this 
long-anticipated  hour  of  reunion,  and  like 
a  true  man,  he  tries  to  blame  her  for  what 
has  been  his  own  handiwork. 

In  utter  absence  of  mind  Sir  Gordon  is 
on  the  verge  of  expressing  his  thanks  for 
having  been  met  at  the  station,  but  a 
sudden  vague  idea  that  he  is  or  ought  to^ 
be  the  master  of  the  house,  cuts  short  his 
speech  just  in  time. 

"  Was  Nice  very  sunny  and  charming 
Avhen  you  left,  Gordon  V  inquires  Stella. 

"  Yes,  T  think  so,"  answers  her  husband 
absently. 
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"  Why,  of  course  it  must  have  been,  Sir 
Gordon !"  breaks  in  Lady  Cunninghame 
with  more  animation  than  usual.  "  Don't 
you  remember  how  lovely  that  last  evening 
was  before  we  left,  which  we  spent  on  the 
balcony  of  the  hotel  overlooking  the  sea, 
and  which  I  remember  you  said  was  an 
evening  such  as  comes  only  once  in  their 
lifetime  to  man,  woman,  or  child  T 

The  quotation  of  his  words  is  strictly 
correct,  but  the  meaning  thereof  had 
reference  solely  to  the  then  gorgeous 
beauty  of  the  moonlit,  southern  night ;  and 
Sir  Gordon  frowns  angrily  at  the  thought 
of  the  possible  sense  which  at  least  one  of 
those  present  may  put  upon  the  careless 
words  so  unexpectedly  repeated. 

"  I  have  always  heard  of  the  beauty  of 
Nice,"  remarks  Stella  calmly  and  courte- 
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ously.  "  Now  I  must  hurry  you  off  to 
dress  I  fear,  Lady  Cunninghame,  as  we 
dine  at  half-past  seven  ;  that  is  unless  you 
would  like  dinner  any  later,  Gordon  ?"  and 
his  wife  turns  towards  him  quietly  and 
naturally  as  she  puts  the  question. 

(t  Oh  no,  of  course  not.  Have  it  the 
usual  time,  Stella,"  he  answers,  with  a 
desperate  attempt  at  composure  of  mind 
and  manner. 

Lord  Cunninghame  watches  each 
speaker's  expression  in  turn  as  intently 
as  is  possible  to  do  in  the  dusky  light 
reigning  throughout  the  hall ;  but  as  both 
women  rise  to  leave  it,  and  the  light  of  the 
lamp  hanging  over  the  doorway  shines  for 
a  moment  on  Stella  Leslie's  lovely,  bright, 
honest  face,  turning  full  of  care  and 
courtesy    towards  her  visitor,  his  lordship 
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shrugs  his  shoulders  contemptuously,  and, 
taking  an  extra  pinch  of  snuff,  murmurs  to 
himself  Canrobert's  world-renowned  words, 
u  C'est  magnifique,  mais  ce  n'est  pas  la 
guerre  I" 


CHAPTER  VII. 


FORTITER. 


M  The  old  song  sounds  hollo wer  in  mine  ear 

Than  thin  keen  sounds  of  dead  men's  speech, 
A  noise  one  hears  and  would  not  hear  ; 
Too  strong  to  die,  too  weak  to  reach 
From  wave  to  beach. 

u  A  year  divides  us,  love  from  love, 

Though  you  love  now,  though  I  loved  then. 
The  gulf  is  straight,  but  deep  enough ; 
Who  shall  recross,  who  among  men 
Shall  cross  again  1" 

Felise. 


HOUGH  seven  o'clock  has  struck, 
and  he  knows  that  the  dinner- 
hour  is  fixed  for  the  half  hour 
after,  Gordon  Leslie  stands  before  the  fire 
in  the  great  comfortable  room  to  which  he 
has  been  escorted  by  the  attentive  Mor- 
land,  in  a  most  thoughtful,  not  to  say 
perplexed  mood.  This  "  home-coming " 
had  proved  itself  so  wonderfully  different 
from  anything  he  had  ever  expected,  that 
even  yet  he  could  scarcely  realise  it  was 
already   an   event  of  the  past.     True  he 
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had  in  one  way  almost  dreaded  it,  from  a 
•sort  of  fear  that  much  exuberant  joyous- 
ness  and  ostentatious  affection  would  be 
expected  from  him  at  such  a  crisis ;  but 
the  calm  and  matter-of-fact  welcome  which 
had  been  his  that  evening,  had  quite  un- 
deceived him  on  that  point. 

He  tries  to  assure  himself  that  this  in 
itself  is  a  great  relief  to  his  mind,  but 
somehow  feels  a  shade  disappointed, 
though  why  he  cannot  tell.  The  Stella 
of  to-day  is  not  one  whit  colder  or  less 
friendly  than  had  been  the  Stella  of  old, 
and  yet  a  strangely  impenetrable  barrier 
lies  between  him  and  his  quiet,  courteous 
young  wife,  such  as  never  existed  in  the 
days  when  each  had  been  to  the  other 
simply  friend  and  bon  camarade. 

The  strangeness   of  his  situation   occu- 
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pies  Sir  Gordon's  mind  to  such  an  extent, 
that  only  the  loud  clang  of  a  warning  bell 
outside  the  house  arouses  him  to  a  sense  of 
his  position  as  master  of  the  same,  and  he 
finishes  his  toilette  in  hot  haste,  indulging 
his  mind  meanwhile  in  a  sarcastic  wonder 
whether,  in  the  event  of  being  very  late  for 
dinner,  he  ought  to  apologise  to  his  hostess 
•or  to  his  guests. 

He  is,  however,  spared  from  having  to 
solve  this  somewhat  intricate  problem,  as 
on  entering  the  large,  brilliantly-lighted 
drawing-room,  a  single  glance  is  sufficient 
to  show  him  that  his  wife  has  not  yet  made 
her  appearance. 

Lady  Cunninghame  and  Mrs.  Brabazon 
being  the  only  ladies  present  with  whom 
he  is  acquainted,  he  makes  for  the  latter 
straightway,  by  whom   he  is  as  cordially 
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welcomed  as  of  old  ;  but  his  eyes  stray 
unconsciously  towards  Ida's  regally  fair 
face,  the  beauty  of  which  has  already 
gained  her  both  friends  and  foes  amongst 
those  present,  even  during  the  one  short 
mauvais  quart  d'heure  that  she  has  been 
compelled  to  pass  in  their  society. 

Grandly  beautiful  does  Lady  Cunning- 
hame  look  to-night,  and  the  proud,  calm, 
triumphant  loveliness  of  her  face  gives  it 
an  irresistible  fascination  ;  nor  is  the  latter 
feeling  lessened  by  the  careless  insouciance 
with  which  she  receives  the  unobtrusive 
but  obviously  deep  interest  with  which  she 
is  regarded  by  all  present,  male  and  female, 
for  Cameades  was  no  bad  judge  when  he 
said  that  "  beauty  was  royalty  without 
force."  In  her  heart  she  feels  conscious 
that  not  only  herself,  but  also  the  costly 
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dress  she  wears,  and  the  matchless  dia- 
monds which  flash  in  her  hair  and  on  her 
arms  and  breast,  are  one  and  all  simply 
faultless ;  and  so  Ida  is  well  satisfied  with 
herself  to-night,  and  exerts  herself  un- 
wontedly  in  striving  to  please  those  fortu- 
nate ones  whom  a  kind  Fate  has  permitted 
to  enjoy  the  privilege  of  finding  themselves 
in  proximity  to  the  low  sofa  whereon  she 
gracefully  reclines. 

Sir  Gordon  is  roused  from  his  attentive 
contemplation  of  the  foregoing  picture,  by 
the  sudden  opening  of  the  drawing-room 
door  which  is  opposite  to  him,  and  he 
starts  as  some  servant,  not  Morland, 
ushers,  through  mistake,  the  new-comer 
in  by  name. 

"  Lady  Leslie  !"  How  unaccustomed 
to  him  it  sounds,  and  how  like  a  stranger 
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seems  the  tall,  brilliant  figure,  clad  irr 
white  satin  and  lace  (her  wedding  dress), 
now  advancing  towards  the  assembled 
guests,  with  a  gay  and  laughing  apology 
for  her  late  appearance. 

Even  Lady  Cunninghame's  regal  beauty 
seems  cast  into  the  shade  by  the  bright 
pure  light  on  Stella's  small,  refined  face ; 
and  though  pale  as  usual,  the  fire  that  is 
shining  in  her  eyes  vouches  for  the  un- 
shaken courage  and  spirit  of  the  soul 
within. 

"  Gordon  !  dinner  is  announced,  and  you 
are  keeping  Lady  Cunninghame  waiting  !" 
says  his  wife  in  gay  reproof,  and  so  the 
master  of  the  house  struggles  once  more 
to  wake  up  to  a  sense  of  his  unaccustomed 
duties,  and  convoys  the  fair  Ida  into  the 
adjacent  dining-room,  followed  by  a   line 
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of  hungry  visitors,  the  rear  of  which  is 
brought  up  slowly  by  Lady  Leslie  and 
Lord  Cunninghame. 

The  dining-room  at  Kingsdene  was  a 
large,  almost  circular  room,  the  windows 
of  which  were  high  and  narrow,  and  with 
deep  embrasures,  showing  the  immense 
thickness  of  its  walls.  In  the  daytime  it 
was  a  somewhat  sombre  apartment,  for  it 
looked  north,  and  scarce  a  single  ray  of 
sunshine  could  make  its  appearance  through 
the  lattice-paned  windows.  But  now,  with 
a  large  round  table  in  its  midst,  covered 
with  silver,  fruit,  and  flowers,  and  a  blaze 
of  half- shaded  wax  candles  lighting  up  all, 
a  cheerier  scene  could  hardly  be  found  ; 
and  the  great  wood  fires  roared  and 
crackled  at  each  end  (if  end  there  could 
be  said  to  be  in  a  nearly  round  room),  as 
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if  they  rejoiced  at  the  emancipation  of 
Kingsdene  from  its  long  years  of  solitude, 
and  were  striving  to  echo  the  merry  voices 
and  laughter  which  once  more  resounded 
gaily  through  the  old  room,  after  its  long 
dull  sleep  of  many  years. 

Ida  Cunninghame  seems  restless  and  ill 
at  ease  from  some  cause  or  other,  and 
though  she  never  allows  the  conversation 
with  her  host  to  flag  for  a  single  instant, 
her  eyes  wander  unwillingly  and  inces- 
santly towards  a  break  in  the  mass  of 
ferns  and  begonias  ornamenting  the  centre 
of  the  table,  through  which  she  can  see 
her  hostess's  face,  and  an  odd  hard  look 
steals  over  her  own,  such  as  one  might 
fancy  rested  on  that  of  the  beautiful  Roman 
Empress  in  days  of  old,  as  she  leant  on  her 
fair  white  arms  and  looked  down  to  the 
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blood-stained  arena  below,  whilst  in  her 
ears  there  rang  the  proudly-despairing 
formula  of  the  "  lost  children "  there  : 
"  Ave  Faustina  Imperatrix,  morituri  te 
salutant !" 

She  frowns  impatiently,  as  kind  old 
Mrs.  Brabazon  keeps  assuring  Sir  Gordon 
at  every  other  moment  how  pleased  she 
herself  and  every  one  else  is,  at  his  return 
home,  and  when  the  latter  laughs  out 
merrily  over  the  account  of  some  domestic 
grievance  of  the  good  woman's,  the  plain- 
tive details  of  which  she  pours  int6  his  ear 
— Lady  Cunninghame  puts  on  her  most  im- 
periously bored  expression,  and  leans  back 
wearily  in  her  chair,  forgetting  the  time, 
not  so  very  long  ago,  when  these  small 
excitements  of  everyday  life  had  been  all 
in  all  to  her  also,  before  the  sun  of  success 
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had  gilded  the  iron  hand  of  poverty,  and 
shed  its  golden  light  over  the  struggling 
artiste's  world. 

Sir  Gordon  takes  a  sincere  interest  in 
these  anecdotes,  and  finds  himself  glancing 
more  than  once  at  Stella's  graceful  little 
head,  crowned  with  its  golden-brown  hair, 
which  occasionally  gleams  through  stray 
branches  of  the  maiden-hair  fern  inter- 
cepting his  view  of  the  opposite  side  of  the 
table.  For  almost  every  story  of  Mrs. 
Brabazon's  has  more  or  less  of  Lady  Leslie 
for  its  heroine,  and  "  Stella  says  this,"  or 
"  Stella  did  that,"  is  the  unconscious  main- 
spring of  all  her  thoughts  and  ideas,  though 
the  naive  and  often  blunt  speeches  which 
the  good  woman  makes,  show  plainly  that 
it  is  through  no  deep-laid  scheming  or 
plotting  on  her  part  that  the  praises  of  his 
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wife  are  being  recited  to  the  supposed  un- 
appreciative  husband. 

At  last  Lady  Cunninghame  is  released 
•from  the  somewhat  doubtful  pleasure  of 
hearing  a  rival's  praises  sung,  and  the 
ladies  betake  themselves  to  the  drawing- 
room  once  more. 

"  Come  and  sit  by  the  fire,  Lady  Cun- 
ninghame," says  her  hostess,  pushing  up  a 
most  luxuriously  comfortable  chair  for  her 
visitor's  benefit,  whilst  the  two  elderly 
ladies  set  to  work  to  take  up  the  thread  of 
the  same  thrilling  scandal  which  they  had 
been  forced  to  leave  unfinished  at  tea- 
time,  and  the  Miss  Debenhams  try  to 
make  the  quiet,  clever  girl  comprehend 
the  intoxicating  bliss  of  the  latest  Hunt 
Ball  which  they  have  attended. 

From  some  undefined  instinct  that  Lady 
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Leslie  scarcely  comprehends  how  com- 
pletely she  is  eclipsed  and  cast  into  the- 
shade  by  the  gorgeous  display  of  gems  and 
the  regal  beauty  of  the  fair  Ida,  the  latter 
resolves  upon  trying  to  play  the  "  grande 
dame  "  to-night  with  crushing  superiority, 
and  after  arranging  her  silken  train  grace- 
fully round  her  feet,  but  so  as  to  give  at 
least  one  of  the  latter  a  fair  chance  of 
showing  just  as  much  of  that  well-shaped 
but  somewhat  large  member  as  is  requisite,, 
she  observes  languidly  : 

"  Is  this  a  very  stupid  county,  Lady 
Leslie  ?  Shall  I  be  much  bored  here,  do 
you  think  ?" 

"Immensely,  I  should  say !"  laughs  Stella. 

"You  seem  amused.  But  aren't  you 
ever  bored  too,  especially  living  alone  as 
much  as  you  do  V 
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The  would-be  pitying  tone  of  the  latter 
.speech  calls  a  wrathful  blaze  into  Lady 
Leslie's  brown  eyes,  but  she  answers 
civilly  : 

"  Yes,  I  am  a  good  deal  alone,  as  you 
say ;  but  I'm  never  bored,  and  am  nearly 
always  happy." 

For  the  life  of  her  Lady  Cunninghame 
cannot  help  respecting  the  bold  front 
shown  by  the  young  rival  she  has  held 
herself  prepared  to  hate  and  to  defeat ;  not 
that  she  has  any  real  ill-feeling  towards 
the  latter,  but  she  simply  resents  the 
transfer  of  any  man's  admiration  from 
herself,  and  lately  she  has  begun  to  think 
that  Sir  Gordon  is  scarcely  so  submissive 
to  her  whims  and  caprices  as  she  could 
wish. 

This    fact    is    in    itself    of    not    much 
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consequence  in  her  eyes,  for  Ida  Cunning- 
hame  is  too  worldly  and  too  wise  to  allow 
a  single  regret  for  the  happiness  which  she 
put  away  from  her  on  that  far-off  Christmas. 
Day,  to  trouble  her  peace ;  but  still  he  was 
her  bounden  slave,  and  she  might  lose 
prestige  were  other  women  to  know  that 
her  most  faithful  admirer  had  deserted  the 
ranks  of  her  supporters. 

Women  seldom  care  much  for  the  men 
they  "  make  fools  "  of.  It  is  usually  those 
who  in  life  are  to  them  simply  bons 
camarades,  or  else  those  one  or  two  in 
the  world  for  whom  they  would  sell  body 
and  soul,  that  reap  the  golden  harvest  of  a 
woman's  love. 

"Well,  but  what  do  you  do  all  day,. 
Lady  Leslie  V  resumes  her  fair  ladyship 
curiously. 
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"  Oh  !  I  just  do  everything  and  nothing. 
Go  out  a  great  deal  I  think,  and  see  about 
the  garden,  and  sometimes  go  to  a  cottage 
or  two." 

"  But  aren't  they  very  dirty  and  stuffy  ? 
And  what  do  you  say  when  you  get  there  ? 
I  always  think  poor  people  so  difficult  to 
get  on  with." 

"You  see  I'm  used  to  it,  and  you  of 
course  are  not,"  returns  Stella,  with  a 
slight  touch  of  sarcasm  in  her  tone,  which 
recalls  unpleasantly  to  Lady  Cunninghame's 
mind  that  her  early  days  of  poverty  are  a 
wTell-known  fact,  and  that  therefore  she 
has  made  a  mistake. 

"  And  then  I  ride  almost  every  day,  and 
that  takes  up  two  or  three  hours,  you 
know,"  continues  Lady  Leslie. 

"  I  like  riding  so  much !"  murmurs  Ida 
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languidly,  but  with  a  glitter  in  her  eyes 
like  that  of  a  half-drawn  dagger. 

"  Do  you  ?  Oh !  then  we'll  get  up  a 
riding-party  to-morrow  if  we  can,"  answers 
Stella  eagerly,  falling  into  the  trap  quietly 
baited  for  her. 

The  dagger  is  immediately  drawn. 

"  I  am  sure  that  we  can,  dear  Lady 
Leslie,  for  Sir  Gordon  said  he  would  send 
his  very  best,  pet  horse  down  here  for 
me/'  murmurs  Ida. 

"  I'm  very  glad !  That  will  be  old 
'  Topthorn '  then  ;  but  he's  a  terribly  rough 
hack,  though  I  dare  say  you  don't  mind 
that." 

Again  Lady  Cunninghame  feels  worsted. 
No  power  seems  able  to  subdue  this  plucky 
young  rival,  and  her  ladyship  sadly  fears 
that  the  imagined  triumph  of  riding  Sir 
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Gordon's  "  very  best,  pet  horse "  may 
possibly  be  a  source  of  physical  defeat  as 
well. 

"  Here  come  the  gentlemen,  so  do  let 
tis  have  some  of  your  lovely  songs,  Lady 
Cunninghame,"      requests      her      hostess 

politely. 

Ida  accedes,  nothing  loath,  and  carefully 
selects  those  which,  in  the  days  when  first 
they  met,  had  been  consecrated  to  the 
memory  of  that  blissful  fortnight  by  the 
blue  Italian  lake. 

But  Sir  Gordon  scarcely  seems  to  hear, 
still  less  to  heed,  the  songs  of  the  siren ; 
and  to  judge  by  his  face,  music  has  small 
charms  to  soothe  his  mind  to-night.  He 
stands  leaning  against  the  velvet- covered 
chimney-piece,  apparently  occupied  in  ex- 
amining     the      many      china     nicknacks 
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which  adorn  it,  but  his  thoughts  are  far 
away,  and  only  a  dim,  vague  longing  is  on 
him  to  find  the  joy  and  happiness  and 
peace  which  the  notes  of  the  glorious 
music  seem  to  promise  in  their  tones.  His 
state  of  mind  can  best  be  described  in  the 
words  of  De  Quincey  :  "  He  was  unhappy 
at  the  sound  of  music  which  dilates  the 
heart  of  man  into  its  whole  capacity  for  the 
infinite,  and  he  cried  aloud  :  '  Away,  away  I 
Thou  speakest  of  things  which  throughout 
my  endless  life  I  have  found  not,  and  shall 
not  find.' " 


CHAPTEE  VIII. 

A      SPECIAL      PLEADER. 

"  In  essential  things  unity, — in  doubtful  things  liberty  ^ 
-in  all  things  charity." — St.  Augustine. 


AY  I  come  and  talk  to  you,  or 
have  you  had  too  much  already 
of  my  society  during  dinner, 
Lady  Leslie  V  inquired  Lord  Cunning- 
hame,  as  he  took  the  vacant  place  by 
Stella's  side  with  an  assurance  which 
vouched  for  his  confidence  in  the  latter  fact 
being  a  sheer  impossibility. 

"  Not  at  all  too  much,  Lord  Cunning- 
hame ;  and  I  wanted  so  to  talk  to  you 
about  that  poaching  business  which  took 
place  a  month  ago." 
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"Yes,  my  agent  wrote  me  word  that 
some  scouudrels  had  been  helping  them- 
selves to  the  few  hares  left  at  the  tail  end 
of  the  season.  It's  too  bad,  and  I  only 
hope  theyVe  caught  the  beggars.  They 
were  all  over  your  land  too,  weren't  they  ?" 

"Yes;  and  they  have  caught  the  two 
who  did  it,  Lord  Cunninghame,  but  I  want 
you  not  to  prosecute  them." 

"  My  dear  Lady  Leslie  !  I  flatter  myself 
I  never  refused  any  reasonable  request 
from  a  fair  lady  in  my  life,  still  less  should 
I  like  to  refuse  one  from  you ;  but  really 
you  are  asking  an  utterly  impossible  thing !" 

"  I  feared  you  would  think  so,  Lord 
Cunninghame,  but  my  reason  for  it  is  this. 
The  men  weren't  arrant  poachers,  nor  had 
they  ever  done  such  a  thing  before,  and  it 
was  sheer  starvation  which  drove  them  to 
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it  in  this  case.  The  men  are  a  father  and 
son,  old  Mike  Warner  and  his  eldest  boy, 
and  they  live  close  to  your  lodge-gates  at 
Winncote  ;  there  is  no  mother,  but  a  very 
old  grandmother,  and  seven  little  children. 
No  man  has  worked  more  steadily  or 
harder  on  your  estate  for  years  than  has 
old  Mike,  but  lately  he  has  had  more  than 
he  could  do  to  keep  the  wolf  from  the 
door ;  and  two  months  ago  he  fell  ill  with 
the  low  fever  which  seems  to  reign  para- 
mount in  that  particular  row  of  cottages." 

"  Low  fever !  and  close  to  Winncote, 
Lady  Leslie  !  Surely  it  cannot  be  ? " 
interrupted  Lord  Cunninghame,  greatly 
surprised.  "  They  would  never  have 
allowed  me  to  return  there  and  run  the 
risk  of  infection  without  a  word,  I  should 
hope !" 
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"  And  why  not,  Lord  Cunninghame  ? 
To  them  this  fever,  bred  from  badly  - 
drained,  ill- ventilated  cottages,  is  no 
novelty  !  They  have  seen  man  after  man 
struck  down  by  it,  and  child  after  child  die 
from  its  effects,  and  where  all  is  poverty, 
misery,  and  starvation,  they  have  almost 
learnt  to  look  upon  it  as  a  blessing  and  not 
a  curse  ;  for  it  lessens  the  number  of  voices 
crying  out  for  bread,  and  stills  the  moans 
of  pain  which  can  in  no  other  way  be 
silenced.  And  so  it  seems  to  them  in 
their  ignorance,  not  one  whit  worse  for 
you  to  run  the  risk  than  it  is  for  them  and 
their  little  children." 

Lord  Cunninghame  shrugged  his 
shoulders  and  felt  for  his  snuff-box,  but 
only  remarked  : 

"  I  have  always  maintained  that  it  is- 
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impossible  to  make  the  lower  classes  feel 
these  things  as  they  ought !  But  to 
continue  the  subject  of  these  Warners, 
Lady  Leslie." 

"  Well  then,  after  old  Mike  caught  the 
fever,  there  was  no  one  at  all  to  work  for 
the  children,  except  the  eldest  boy,  a  lad 
of  sixteen,  who  could  only  earn  a  few 
shillings  a  week ;  and  so  they  cried  and 
moaned  worse  than  ever,  and  the  two 
youngest  caught  the  fever  also,  and  one 
died.  Then  they  couldn't  even  bury  it, 
for  they  had  no  money,  until  the  parish 
authorities  undertook  to  have  it  done,  and 
offered  old  Mike  Warner  an  allowance  of 
half-a-crown  a  week  whilst  he  was  out  of 
work.  They  say  that  the  fever  and  weak- 
ness had  made  the  old  man  light-headed," 
continued     Stella    sarcastically,     "for    he 
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threw  the  money  back  to  the  relieving 
officer,  and  said  he'd  sooner  die  quick  than 
by  inches." 

"  Just    like    the   canaille  /"    murmured 
her  auditor. 

"  And  that  niofht  he  went  out,  and  took 
the  eldest  lad  with  him,  and  they  beat 
some  of  our  fields  and  one  or  two  of  yours, 
and  shot  two  hares.  And  when  the  keeper 
went  to  the  cottage  next  morning,  all  the 
old  man  said  was  :  '  I  did  it  and  I'll  pay 
the  price  for  it,  for  it's  bought  a  dinner  for 
them  /'  pointing  to  a  ragged  bed  on  which 
lay  a  heap  of  little  curly  heads,  sleeping 
the  first  sleep  they  had  known  for  months 
unaccompanied  by  dreams  of  hunger,  which 
on  awakening  had  proved  an  even  worse 
reality." 

"You  are  carried  away  by  sentiment, 
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Lady  Leslie,"  returned  Lord  Cunninghame. 
"  Even  if  this  case  is  less  flagrant  than 
most,  to  let  them  off  when  they  don't  even 
deny  the  deed  is  almost  offering  a  premium 
on  poaching." 

"  Not  just  this  once,  Lord  Cunninghame," 
pleaded  Stella ;  "  let  them  off  this  once, 
won't  you  ?" 

"  And  if  I  did,  would  they  not  do  it 
again  at  the  first  opportunity  ?" 

"  Never,  I'll  answer  for  that." 

"May  I  ask  how?"  inquired  Lord 
Cunninghame  in  a  sceptical  tone. 

"  Because  they  have  given  up  the 
cottage  in  which  they  lived  at  Winn- 
€ote,  and  are  going  to  live  in  one  of 
ours      here      and      work      regularly     for 


us." 


"And   how   could   they  leave    without 
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paying  their  rent,  which  my  agent  told  me 
was  much  in  arrears  '.' 

"  If  you  ask  him  note,  he  will  tell  you  it 
has  been  paid,  Lord  Cunninghame,"  said 
Stella  quietly. 

"  Lady  Leslie,  you  are  a  good  woman, 
I  had  almost  said  child !  And  to  please 
you  I  will  let  this  old  villain  off,  who,  as 
far  as  I  see,  has  made  good  capital  out  of 
his  crime.  But  be  kind  enough  to  let  the 
Warners  know  that  it  is  solely  through 
your  request  I  grant  them  this  reprieve, 
and  that  the  next  time  they  are  caught  no 
living  soul  shall  save  them  !" 

"  I'll  be  answerable  for  them  myself," 
laughed  Stella  joyously.  "And  Lord 
Cunninghame,  I  can't  thank  you  enough 
— you  don't  know  how  much  misery 
you      may      have     saved ;"     and     Lady 
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Leslie's    voice    bad     a    suspicious     falter 
in  it. 

As  she  rose  to  go  and  see  whether  her 
other  guests  were  happy  and  amused,  she 
was  surprised  to  find  Sir  Gordon  standing 
close  behind  her,  where  he  must  evidently 
have  overheard  most  of  the  foregoing  con- 
versation. 

"  Do  you  think    I    was    in   the    right, 
Gordon  ?"  she  asked  in  a  low  tone. 

"  In  this  case,  yes,  Star;  decidedly 
right/5  he  answered,  and  the  word  of 
commendation  coupled  with  the  old  pet 
name,  made  Lady  Leslie's  eyes  brighten, 
and  her  heart  feel  lighter  than  it  had  for 
many  a  day. 

She  found  both  the  Miss  Debenhams 
full  of  a  project  to  "  do  "  a  certain  grand 
•old    ruin    in     the     neighbourhood,     their 
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interest  therein  having  been  excited 
through  its  traditionary  legends  as  told 
them  by  the  lady-killer  afore  mentioned  ;. 
and  exclamations  of,  "  Not  really,  Captain. 
Nonchalant  V — "  Only  fancy!"  etc.,  almost 
drowned  the  languid  lancer's  feeble 
utterances. 

But  being  singularly  healthy  and  hearty 
young  women  themselves,  this  languor  had 
an  irresistible  attraction  for  the  Miss 
Debenhams,  and  so  Captain  Nonchalant 
found  his  time  fully  occupied  in  bearing 
the  burden  of  their  almost  overwhelming 
attentions. 

The  returned  Indian  was  occupied  in 
detailing  his  symptoms  to  the  quiet  young 
lady,  and  to  judge  by  the  look  of  embar- 
rassment on  her  face,  the  said  symptoms* 
were  not  all  it  were  well  to  relate. 
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On  a  low  sofa  near  by  sat  Ida  Cunning- 
hame,     with    the    colonel     of    the     — th 
lancers  beside  her ;  whose  war- worn  heart 
had  already  fallen  a  victim   to  a   beauty 
greater    than    his    philosophy    had     ever 
dreamt  of.     It   was  in  vain  that  he  told 
himself  how   great   a  fool  he  was    to    be 
taken  by  a  fair  face  at  his  age  !     For  all 
that,  he  felt  that  his  pulses  throbbed  the 
quicker  for  every  glance  from  out  of  those 
coldly  beautiful  eyes,  and  he  felt  strangely 
jealous  of  the  look  of  rapt  admiration  on 
the  face   of  his  junior  sub-lieutenant,  who 
had  placed  his  seat  as  close  to  Ida's  sofa  as 
les  convenances  and  the  castors  of  his  chair 
would  permit,  and   who    was   too   deeply 
smitten  to    be  able  to   refrain  from  what 
Captain  Nonchalant  afterwards  indignantly 
commented  on    as    "  interfering   with   his 
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chief."  Two  years  ago  he  had  been  only 
an  Eton  boy,  and  though  he  imagined 
himself  to  have  passed  through  many  a 
baptism  of  fire  of  this  sort  since  then,  this 
was  the  first  time  (as  he  solemnly  assured 
himself  whilst  donning  his  smoking-jacket 
later  in  the  evening)  that  he  had  been 
really  in  love. 

So  Lady  Cunninghame  had  enjoyed  a 
very  successful  evening,  missing  Sir 
Gordon's  attentions  very  little  on  the 
whole ;  and  Stella  smiled  to  herself  as 
she  thought,  "  How  lucky  it  was  I  did 
not  set  my  heart  on  these  individuals 
as  'foils,'  for  I  should  evidently  have 
had  very  little  chance  in  the  race." 

"  Colonel  Pennon,"  she  said,  "  you  must 
help  me  to  make  up  an  expedition  to  these 
ruins  Flora  Debenham  speaks  of.     It's  a 
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non-hunting  day  to-morrow,  and  you're 
to  shoot  the  day  after,  so  Gordon  says  all 
his  horses  may  be  taken  out  if  we  like. 
The  Debenhams  haven't  got  their  habits 
with  them,  but  both  Lady  Cunninghame 
and  I  shall  ride,  so  I  hope  that  you  will 
come  too.  And  Mr.  Serrefile  as  well," 
added  Lady  Leslie  kindly,  seeing  a  look  of 
anxiety  cross  the  boy's  face,  the  reason  of 
which  it  was  not  difficult  to  guess. 

And  so  the  expedition  was  arranged 
for  the  morrow  if  line,  and  provided  all 
snow  had  disappeared ;  after  which  the 
ladies  wended  their  way  upstairs  to  bed. 

Sir  Gordon  Leslie  remained  standing  at 
the  foot  of  the  old  oak  stairs,  after  having 
presented  each  lady  with  her  candle,  and 
started  at  the  sound  of  his  wife's  voice 
calling  to  him. 


154  K/NGSDENE. 


"  Gordon,  I  want  to  speak  to  you,"  said 
Stella  mysteriously,  leaning  over  the 
banisters  from  above. 

Her  husband  went  two  steps  at  a  time 
up  the  stairs,  and  said  : 

"  What  is  it,  Star  ?" 

"  Why,  I  told  Morland  to  put  every 
sort  of  drink  in  the  smoking-room,  but  I 
quite  forgot  to  order  him  to  take  any 
soda-water  there  !  Tell  him  about  it 
quick,  before  they  have  all  gone  to 
bed." 

"  Very  well,  I  will ;  for  the  sake  of  our 
constitutions  it  might  be  as  well  perhaps. 
But,  Stella ;"  and  Sir  Gordon  hesitated 
nervously,  "  you  haven't  said  good-night 
to  me.     Aren't  you  going  to  V 

"  Good-night,  Gordon ;"  and  a  calm 
little  hand  was  quietly  put  into  his. 
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In  face  of  the  uncompromising  look  in 
the  clear  eyes  which  met  his  own,  Sir 
Gordon  dared  not  venture  on  any  greater 
liberty  than  pressing  the  said  little  paw 
with  some  force ;  but  his  look  followed 
Stella  steadily,  as  she  turned  and  walked 
down  the  long  corridor  away  from  him, 
her  shining  white  satin  robe  and  red-gold 
hair  making  a  beautiful  picture  against  the 
dark  oaken  panels  framing  it  on  every 
side. 


CHAPTER  IX. 

RING    OUT    THE    FALSE,    RING    IN    THK    TRUE 

"  How  could  I  tell  I  should  love  thee  to-day. 
Whom  that  day  I  held  not  dear? 
?Iow  could  I  know  I  should  love  thee  awav. 
When  T  did  not  love  thee  anear!" 


HE  sun  shone  out  warm  and 
bright  on  the  morrow.  Not  a 
trace  of  over-night's  snow-storm 
was  to  be  seen,  and  the  air  felt  warmer 
and  milder  than  it  had  done  for  many 
months.  So  thought  Lady  Leslie  as, 
about  nine  o'clock  a.m.,  she  sallied  forth 
to  feed  certain  broods  of  early  chickens, 
which  had  tempted  Providence  by  their 
premature  arrival  in  the  world. 

Balancing  her  bowl  of  rice  on  one  arm, 
and  holding  up  the  tail  of  her  dress  with 
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the  other,  Stella  picks  her  way  cautiously 
over  the  damp  spots  on  the  terrace,  with 
a  due  regard  to  her  smart  little  Oxford 
shoes.  But  as  she  reaches  the  iron  gate 
at  the  end,  Sir  Gordon's  voice  is  heard 
close  behind  her  saying  : 

"  Shall  I  get  you  a  hat,  Stella  ?  It's 
not  quite  summery  enough  yet  for  this 
sort  of  thing." 

"  No,  thank  you,  Gordon,"  returns  his 
wife.  "  I  always  run  out  without  a  hat  on 
the  smallest  pretext,  so  my  constitution 
is  too  well  broken  in  to  it  to  dare  catch 
cold." 

"May  I  come  with  you  to  feed  the 
chickens  V  asks  Sir  Gordon  humbly. 
"I'm  so  fond  of  poultry,"  he  adds  with 
fervour,  though  well  aware  in  his  own 
heart  that  he  scarcely    knows    a   bantam 
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from  a  Brahma.  "  Have  you  been  lucky 
with  your  chickens,  Stella  V  he  inquires, 
and  wondering  why  he  has  never  before 
noticed  how  lovely  dark  eyes  look  with 
gold-coloured  hair. 

"  No,  that  I  haven*t.  And  the  saying 
of  '  as  sure  as  eggs  make  little  chickens/ 
has  long  ceased  to  be  a  convincing 
asseveration  to  me.  But  look  at  this 
chicken  close  to  me  now,  Gordon]  I'm  so 
proud  of  him,  for  he's  ten  weeks  old  and 
quite  fit  to  eat  already,  and  that's  very 
early,  you  know,"  adds  Stella  triumph- 
antly. 

"  But  what  is  it  V  asks  Gordon  Leslie, 
suspiciously  eyeing  the  fowl  in  question,  a 
gigantic  young  Cochin  of  a  pale  nankeen 
colour,  who  as  he  stretches  his  neck  up 
towards  Stella's  dish,  makes  himself  look 
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preternaturally  tall  and  does  full  justice  to 
his  figure. 

"  Why,  it's  a  very  fine  young  Cochin 
cock,  Gordon." 

"  Ahem  !  isn't  he  a  little  high  on  the 
leg?' 

"  Yes  ;  but  we  shan't  roast  him,  so  that 
doesn't  matter,  and  he'll  do  finely  for  a 
creme  de  volatile." 

"  I  don't  know  how  that's  made,  but  I 
hope  it's  something  which  will  necessitate 
the  amputation  of  at  least  a  portion  of  his 
legs,"  observes  Sir  Gordon  piously. 

He  continues  watching  his  young  wife's 
movements  and  ways  with  a  strangely  new, 
admiring  interest,  and  feels  a  wild  desire 
to  say  something  sentimental  and  full  of 
feeling,  but  is  deterred  by  the  vicinity  of 
the  nankeen- coloured  young  Cochin  cock, 
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on  whose  charms  Stella's  eyes  are  raptur- 
ously fixed,  and  whose  appearance  is  some- 
how not  conducive  to  sentiment. 

"  Now  I  Ve  finished  with  these  chickens, 
Gordon,  so  we'll  come  back  to  the  terrace, 
because  one  can  hear  the  breakfast-gong 
from  there."  And  Stella  leads  the  way 
back  to  the  garden,  where  the  bright 
morning  sun  is  shining  down  on  the  old 
house  and  lighting  up  the  long  rows  of 
primroses,  snowdrops,  and  crocuses  which 
border  the  terrace  on  each  side.  A  slight 
frost  during  the  early  hours  of  the  morning 
has  also  contributed  its  quota  of  beauty  to 
the  fair  spring-time,  for  every  blade  of 
grass  and  every  branch  and  flower  is 
silvered  over  with  rime,  and  each  gos- 
samer thread  stretching  from  bush  to  bush 
looks  like  a  fairy  rope  of  silver  strands. 

28—2 
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"  What  a  glorious  morning,"  observes 
Stella,  shading  her  eyes  with  one  small 
white  hand,  the  better  to  look  out  into  the 
distance,  to  where  a  slight  fog  still  hung 
over  the  distant  London  road. 

"  Star,  I  think  this  is  quite  the  most 
perfect  place  I  ever  saw,"  answers  her 
husband. 

"  Do  you,  Gordon  %  I  am  so  glad  !" 
and  the  girl's  eyes  glisten  with  delight  as 
she  turns  to  take  a  fond  look  at  the  time- 
honoured  mansion,  which  in  the  days  of 
the  Stuarts  had  harboured  the  royal 
Charles  himself  (from  whence  its  name). 
And  on  the  corner-stone  of  the  terrace, 
preserved  jealously  from  decay,  might  still 
be  seen  the  mark  of  an  iron  heel,  said  to 
be  that  of  proud,  hot-headed,  reckless 
Prince  Rupert,   who,  when   a  weary  and 
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travel  -  stained  messenger  brought  him 
news  of  a  fresh  success  of  the  enemy 
purchased  by  treachery,  had  ground  his 
heel  into  the  stone  with  a  savage  curse 
and  said  :  "So  may  the  devil  grind  all 
traitors  to  the  King  !" 

"  Shall  you  like  living  here  ?"  continues 
Lady  Leslie,  colouring  slightly  as  she  asks 
the  momentous  question. 

"  Shall  I  ?  Will  you  let  me  live  here, 
Star,  is  more  the  question  V  And  Sir 
Gordon  glances  earnestly  into  her  face. 

"Do  you  know  that  it's  breakfast- time, 
Lady  Leslie  ?"  calls  out  the  blithe  voice 
of  Flora  Debenham,  as  that  young  lady 
puts  her  head  out  of  a  window  near 
to  where  Sir  Gordon  and  his  wife  are 
standing. 

"I'm  coming,  Flora,"  answers  the  latter, 
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and  then  as  they  turn  to  enter  the  house,, 
hurriedly  adds  :  "  Think  over  it  for  a  week, 
Gordon,  before  you  decide.  Remember  we 
should  have  to  beoan  a  new  life  for  better 
or  for  worse,  and  were  it  to  prove  the 
latter,  of  what  good  would  life  be  V  . 

And  Lady  Leslie  looks  neither  to  the 
right  nor  left,  but  marches  determinedly 
into  the  breakfast-room,  leaving  her  hus- 
band to  follow  at  his  leisure. 

There  the  conversation  speedily  turns 
on  the  expedition  to  the  ruins,  discussed 
over-night,  and  it  is  finally  arranged  that 
Lady  Cunninghame  and  Stella,  as  well  as 
Sir  Gordon,  Colonel  Pennon,  and  the 
young  sub-lieutenant,  are  to  ride,  whilst  a 
large  break  is  to  convey  the  rest  of  the 
party ;  and  a  general  start  is  to  be  made 
as  soon  after  lunch  as  possible.     Consider- 
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ing  that  this  is  Lady  Leslie's  first  attempt 
at  playing  hostess  in  her  own  house,  she 
succeeds  most  creditably,  and  the  morning 
passes  almost  before  any  one  finds  it  out, 
until  agitated  remarks,  such  as  "  What ! 
lunch-time  already  I"  "  And  I  had  so  many 
letters  to  write  !"  etc.,  abruptly  bring  the 
whole  party  to  a  sense  of  time. 

At  half-past  two  Lady  Leslie  descends 
the  stairs  in  her  riding-habit,  and  finds 
almost  all  the  party  assembled  for  a  start. 
Though  generous-hearted  enough,  she  can- 
not resist  a  most  womanly  feeling  of 
satisfaction  on  perceiving  that,  for  once  in 
their  lives,  Lady  Cunninghame's  toilette 
cannot  be  compared  in  neatness  and  per- 
fection of  details  to  her  own.  Firstly, 
Ida  has  selected  a  very  bright  blue  cloth 
for  her  habit,  which,   though  exceedingly 
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picturesque  as  a  mass  of  colour  in  contrast 
with  her  fair  hair,  looks,  to  say  the  least 
of  it,  neither  quiet  nor,  according  to  taste 
nowadays,  even  fashionable.  Nor  can  the 
low,  wide-awake  hat  she  wears,  be  compared 
for  smartness  to  the  neat  "  chimney-pot " 
hat,  well  curled  at  the  sides,  which  is 
donned  by  her  hostess,  and  there  is  some- 
thing about  the  narrow,  insignificant  line 
of  white  encircling  her  neck,  which  shows 
]3lainly  how  much  more  natural  a  lace 
rufHe  is  to  the  latter,  than  the  high,  severe, 
plain  linen  collar  which  alone  can  look  well 
with  any  riding-habit. 

"  Remember,  I  am  to  ride  your  own 
pet  horse,  Sir  Gordon,"  murmurs  Lady 
Cunninghame. 

"You  shall,  of  course,  if  you  wish  it, 
and  he   is    already  ordered  for   you ;  but, 


RING  IN  THE  TRUE.  169 

quiet  as  he  is,  Lacly  Cunninghame,  I  doubt 
his  being  exactly  what  suits  a  lady,  you 
know." 

"  Never  mind,  he's  your  favourite  horse, 
and  that's  enough/'  returns  Ida,  with  a 
look  that  would  have  made  sad  havoc 
with  the  hearts  of  her  two  soldierly 
adorers,  only  that  at  this  moment  the 
Colonel  is  trying  to  make  a  rose-bud  she 
has  picked  for  him  keep  right  side  upper- 
most in  his  button-hole  (which  with  a 
terrible  want  of  sentiment  it  utterly  re- 
fuses to  do),  and  the  young  sub-lieutenant  is 
getting  very  red  in  the  face  whilst  buckling 
on  a  pair  of  spurs,  and  is  abjectly  wonder- 
ing in  his  own  mind  whether  she  would 
notice  that  the  "  tag  "  of  one  of  his  boots 
had  broken  in  their  owner's  superhuman 
efforts  to  get  into  them. 
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The  horses  are  announced,  and  Lady 
Cunninghame  is  assisted  by  Sir  Gordon 
on  to  the  back  of  a  powerful,  hunter-like 
bay  horse,  yclept  "  Topthorn."  Having 
performed  this  long  and  apparently  im- 
portant ceremony  entirely  to  her  ladyship's 
satisfaction  at  last,  he  turns  to  look  for  his 
wife,  only  to  find  that  she  has  already  been 
mounted,  and  is  sitting  quietly  on  her  horse 
awaiting  a  start. 

Sir  Gordon  gives  a  look  of  open  admira- 
tion at  both  horse  and  rider,  for  Stella  sits 
firm  and  straight  in  her  saddle,  and  no 
wrinkle  or  crease  is  visible  in  her  plain 
dark  habit,  whilst  "  Kildare  "  is  a  perfect 
picture  of  a  light-weight  hunter.  Nearly 
thorough-bred,  but  with  plenty  of  bone, 
and  with  a  light,  corky  action,  that  scarcely 
seems  to  touch  the  ground,  he  looks  all  over 
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a  thorough  "  gentleman,"  and  as  he  shakes 
his  lean,  dark  brown  head,  and  breaks  into 
a  low,  easy  canter,  few  present  would  deny 
that  "  Kildare "  might  be  a  horse  very 
hard  to  beat  over  any  sort  of  country. 

Lady  Cunningham e  is  eminently  un- 
comfortable on  "  Topthorn."  Good  horse 
as  he  is,  nothing  can  convince  him  that 
his  long,  bone-setting  trot  is  anything  but 
perfect  bliss  to  a  lady,  and  as  Ida  is  not  a 
sufficiently  good  horsewoman  to  bring  him 
to  a  sense  of  his  conduct,  she  bumps  up 
and  down  mercilessly,  becoming  redder  in 
the  face  each  instant,  and  ready  to  cry 
with  vexation. 

First  she  struggles  to  make  her  horse  go 
slower,  the  result  of  which  is  a  perpetual 
boring  with  the  head  on  his  j>art,  and  a. 
fretting,  hopping  mode  of  progression  which 
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nearly  drives  her  demented  ;  then  she  tries 
to  let  him  go  as  fast  as  he  likes,  which 
apparently  means  a  long,  rolling  trot,  that 
almost  makes  her  scream ;  finally  she 
gasps  oat :  "  Oh,  do  let  us  walk  a  bit,  I'm 
so  tired !"  and  so  they  all  relapse  into  a 
foot's  pace,  and  her  ladyship  recovers  her 
breath  by  degrees. 

"  I  don't  wonder  Gordon  likes  that 
horse,  do  you  ?"  says  Stella  mischievously, 
as  she  reins  up  alongside. 

"  Yes,  I  do  ;  he's  the  roughest  horse  I 
ever  rode,"  retorts  her  ladyship  viciously, 
as  "  Top  thorn"  refuses  to  walk  and  jig-jogs 
with  unrelenting  vigour. 

"  You  so  particularly  wanted  '  Topthorn,' 
else  you  would  have  been  most  welcome  to 
this  horse  instead,  Lady  Cunninghame," 
answers  Stella. 


RING  IN  THE  TRUE.  173; 

And  as  Ida  watches  "  Kildare "  break 
into  a  steady,  easy  canter,  she  most 
bitterly  regrets  having  for  once  allowed 
sentiment  to  over-run  discretion,  in  her 
selection  of  a  steed. 


CHAPTER  X. 

GIVING   AND    FORGIVING. 

"  When  thou  forgivest,  the  man  who  has  pierced  thy 
Tieart  stands  to  thee  in  the  relation  of  the  sea-worm  that 
perforates  the  shell  of  the  mussel,  which  straightway 
-closes  the  wound  with  a  pearl." 

Analects  from  Richter  by  De  Quincey. 

"Est-ce  que  vous  ne  pourriez  plus  etre  mon  ami,  paree 
que  vous  avez  et6  autre  chose  f 


HE  ruins  were  duly  visited, 
admired,  and  even  hastily 
sketched  by  one  or  two  of  the 
•carriage-party,  and  then  a  move  towards 
home  was  once  more  made. 

"Is  there  no  other  way  back,  Stella, 
than  the  one  we  came  ?"  asks  Sir  Gordon, 
.as,  both  the  sons  of  Mars  being  one  on 
each  side  of  Lady  Cunninghame,  he  and 
his  wife  find  themselves  alone  behind. 

"  Yes,  there  is ;  but  there  is  a  fence  to 
jump,  though  only  one." 

vol.  ii.  29 
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"  Well,  but  that  doesn't  matter.  I 
know  you  don't  mind  fences,  and  I  don't 
think  that  Lady  Cunninghame  does." 

"  You'd  better  ask  her,  Gordon." 

But  on  inquiry,  Ida  scorned  the  idea  of 
objecting  to  any  sort  of  obstacle,  so  they 
turned    their    horses'    heads    away    from 
home  and  started  upon  a  more  circuitous 
route. 

For  a  long  time  their  way  led  them 
through  endless  large  grass  fields  and 
bridle-roads,  but  on  entering  a  long,  flat- 
lying  meadow  somewhat  farther  on,  a  low 
line  of  rails  intersected  it  from  side  to 
side. 

"  Here's  the  one  fence  which  lies  be- 
tween us  and  five  o'clock  tea,  Lady 
Cunninghame,"  calls  out  Sir  Gordon,  as 
her  ladyship,  Colonel  Pennon,  and  himself 
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all  near  the  obstacle  :  Mr.  Serrefile  having 
pulled  up  a  few  yards  back  to  fasten  a 
loose  strap  in  "  Kild are's  "  bridle. 

Sir  Gordon  and  Colonel  Pennon  land 
easily  over  the  rails;  not  so  their  com- 
panion. Old  "  Topthorn "  being  a  horse 
of  great  discrimination,  and  finding  that 
his  head  is  being  kept  much  less  hold  of 
than  usual,  canters  gaily  up  to  the  rails, 
but  at  the  last  moment  sticks  his  toes  into 
the  ground  and  stops  short,  somewhat  to 
his  fair  riders  discomfiture,  and  finally 
comes  to  a  stand-still  with  his  head 
leaning  over  the  rail  and  blowing  vigorously 
at  it,  as  if  the  sight  of  such  an  object 
was  to  him  a  strange  and  surprising 
spectacle. 

"  What  the  devil's  the  matter  with  the 
horse  !"  exclaims  Sir  Gordon,  pulling  up 
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with  a  jerk.  "  Ride  him  at  it  again, 
Lady  Cunninghame  ;  I  assure  you  that 
he  is  the  best  timber-jumper  I've  got !" 

This  is  no  doubt  true,  but  "  Topthorn  " 
is  also  an  animal  of  great  sagacity,  and 
knows  quite  well  when  he  is  master  of  the 
situation ;  consequently  his  second  per- 
formance is  a  facsimile  of  his  first,  and  his 
third  attempt  no  better. 

"Put  him  close  behind  Mr.  Serrefile's 
horse  ;  I  know  he  won't  refuse !"  calls  out 
Sir  Gordon,  as  the  two  remaining  indi- 
viduals of  the  party  make  their  appear- 
ance. 

So  once  more  "  Topthorn "  is  given  a 
chance  of  redeeming  his  character,  by 
being  put  close  behind  Mr.  Serrefile's  hot 
chestnut,  as  the  latter  careers  at  the 
timber  with  his  head  in  the  air,  hitting  it 
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all  round,  and  almost  pulling  the  sub- 
lieutenant over  his  head,  as  both  land  all 
abroad  on  the  farther  side. 

"  Tailor  I"  comments  Sir  Gordon  sotto 
voce,  eyeing  the  young  officer's  perform- 
ance with  less  charity  than  is  his  wont, 
owing  to  the  exasperation  of  feeling  caused 
by  "Topthorn's"  continued  misdemeanours ; 
that  worthy  quadruped  having  this  time 
not  even  looked  as  if  he  meant  to  jump,  a 
compliment  which  he  had  paid  scrupulously 
as  yet  to  each  previous  attempt. 

"  Come  on,  Stella,"  commands  her  lord 
and  master,  and  "  Kildare,"  pointing  his 
little  ears  until  they  nearly  meet,  bounds 
over  the  rails  like  a  deer. 

"  I  shall  get  off  this  horse,  Sir  Gordon, 
and  climb  over  the  rails  myself,  as  there 
seems  nothing  else  to  be  done,"  observes 
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Ida,  whose  temper  is  rapidly  giving 
way. 

"  If  you  don't  mind,  I  think  you  really 
had  better  do  so,  Lady  Cunninghame,  and 
I  will  bring  the  brute  after  you  as  quick  as 
I  can.  He  shall  pay  for  it  too,"  says 
"  Top  thorn's  "  owner  viciously. 

"  But  how  about  the  side-saddle  V ' 
inquires  her  ladyship,  dismounting. 

"  Oh  !  I  can  sit  on  that  all  right,  and 
if  I  don't,  I  can  but  fall  off,"  responds  Sir 
Gordon. 

Doubling  one's  self  up  to  get  through  a 
line  of  rails  is  never  a  very  dignified  pro- 
ceeding at  the  best  of  times,  and  though 
both  the  admiring  soldiers  jump  off  their 
horses  and  assist  her  assiduously  during  the 
process,  Ida  Cunninghame  feels  that  on 
the  whole  she  cuts  a  somewhat  sorry  figure. 
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Meantime  the  sagacious  "  Topthorn," 
finding  himself  on  a  sudden  taken  hard  by 
the  head  and  at  the  same  time  given  a 
most  vicious  and  decisive  dig  of  the  spurs, 
immediately  pockets  his  pride  and  jumps 
the  timber  with  a  nonchalant  ease  which 
entirely  contradicts  his  previous  assumption 
of  fear  and  ignorance. 

"  Lady  Cunninghame,  won't  you  ride 
my  horse  home  ?"  asks  Stella  kindly.  "  I 
am  sure  that  'Topthorn'  shakes  you  dread- 
fully." 

"I'm  nearly  dead !  He's  a  perfect 
brute  !"  answers  Ida  gaspingly ;  and  so 
without  more  ado  the  riders  and  horses  are 
changed. 

"  That's  really  kind  of  you,  Star," 
whispers  Sir  Gordon,  as  this  time  he 
mounts  his  wife  himself,  leaving  Colonel 
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Pennon  to  do  that  office  for  Lady  Cunning- 
hame. 

"  May  I  canter  the  old  horse  if  I  can  ! 
inquires    Stella,  looking   very   bright   and 
joyous  at  his  praise. 

"  Yes,  ifjou.  can  !"  answers  her  husband 
laughingly. 

But  "  Topthorn  "  finds  his  neck  made  to 
bend  well  under  a  sharp  application  of  the 
curb,  whilst  two  or  three  cuts  of  the  little 
stick  down  his  great  shoulder  admonish 
him  that  the  sooner  he  drops  his  rolling 
trot  and  takes  to  some  other  pace,  the 
better  for  him,  so  he  subsides  into  a 
lurching,  striding  canter,  which  any- 
how has  the  merit  of  comparative 
ease  to  his  rider ;  and  Stella  does  not 
regret  her  act  of  kind  politeness  to 
the    fair    Ida,     when     her     husband,     as 


GIVING  AND  FORGIVING.  18s 

they  are  nearing  home,  observes  com- 
mendingly  : 

"  What  a  blessing  it  is  to  see  a  woman 
who  has  got  good  hands  on  a  horse  and 
knows  how  to  use  them.  It  is  more  than 
her  ladyship  has  or  does  I"  he  adds  laugh- 
ingly, and  Lady  Leslie,  who  is  a  thorough 
woman,  jumps  off  "  Top  thorn  "  with  a  very 
decided  feeling  of  having  thoroughly  en- 
joyed her  afternoon's  ride. 

A  few  hours  later,  and  after  dinner  Jias 
been  successfully  got  through,  Stella 
Leslie  stands  by  the  fire  in  the  drawing- 
room  dreamily  listening  to  Lady  Cunning- 
hame  singing.  All  the  other  ladies  are 
occupied  in  their  several  ways ;  either 
working,  or  keeping  up  a  conversation 
sotto  voce,  and  Stella  alone  is  idle.  A 
bright    happy    feeling    is    in     her    heart 
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to-night,  and  for  the  first  time  for  many 
weary  months,  she  feels  a  child  again  ;  and 
with  it  comes  a  great,  unutterable  longing 
to  prove  her  gratitude  for  the  ray  of  sun- 
shine that  has  somehow  illumined  her  life, 
and  of  which,  with  the  humility  that  only 
loyal  and  yet  proud  hearts  can  know,  she 
feels  so  unworthy.  Even  should  it  be  her 
portion  in  this  world  never  to  know  the 
peaceful  loving  life  of  so  many  other 
happier  wives,  she  feels  now  that  at  least 
she  %  has  conquered  her  husband's  respect 
and  trust,  and  to  a  nature  like  Stella's  this 
is  much.  And  Sir  Gordon,  as  he  enters 
the  room  a  few  minutes  later  and 
approaches  her,  wonders  at  the  loving 
softness  in  the  great  wistful  brown  eyes 
which  meet  his. 

"  Are  you  tired,  Star  %     I'm  afraid  my 
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•old  horse  isn't  much  of  a  lady's  pal- 
frey, though  Lady  Cunninghame  would 
have  it  that  he  was,  until  she  tried 
him." 

"  Oh  no,  I'm  not  a  bit  tired.  Only  I 
like  staring  into  the  fire  and  dreaming, 
whilst  listening  to  music." 

"  May  I  stop  here  and  talk  to  you, 
Star  ?  or  isn't  it  etiquette  to  speak  to 
one's  own  wife  ?"  and  Gordon  Leslie  un- 
consciously lays  a  shy  emphasis  on  the 
pronoun. 

"  It  isn't  fashionable,  any  way,"  laughs 
Stella ;  "  but  you  may  do  it  this  once,  for 
I  don't  think  that  any  one  else  is  very 
desirous  of  our  company,"  she  continues, 
glancing  round  to  where  Colonel  Pennon 
-and  his  junior  officer  are  leaning  over  the 
piano   and    adding    fresh    scars    to    their 
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already  seriously  wounded  hearts,  each 
time  the  singer's  blue  eyes  look  into- 
theirs ;  whilst  the  returned  Indian  and 
the  clever  girl  have  settled  down  to  a 
serious  game  of  chess,  and  Lord  Cunning- 
hame,  turning  a  deaf  ear  to  the  chroniques 
scandaleuses  of  the  two  elderly  ladies 
behind  him,  is  courting  repose  in  a  deep, 
comfortable  chair,  apparently  formed  for 
the  very  purpose  of  siestas. 

"  Stella,"  commences  Sir  Gordon,  low 
and  somewhat  shakily,  "  I  want  to  know 
if  it  is  possible  that  you  will  ever  forgive 
all  my  unkindness  after  my  accident  last 
summer  V 

"  It  has  been  forgiven  and  forgotten 
long  ago,"  answers  Lady  Leslie  sadly ;  to 
her  the  unkindness  spoken  of  seems  but  as 
a    drop    in   the    ocean    compared    to    the 
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far  greater  shipwreck  of  life  which  her 
husband's  indifference  brings  to  her.  But 
Stella  is  no  coward,  and  she  remembers 
also  that  he  truly  and  honestly  gave  her 
fair  warning  of  the  strength  of  his  old  love 
ere  he  took  the  gift  of  her  own,  and  so 
she  is  steadily  resolved  to  try  and  forget 
self  and  think  only  of  him  and  his  happi- 
ness, to  the  very  end.  Certainly  it  is 
often  true  that  "  The  grandest  of  heroic 
deeds  are  those  which  are  performed 
within  four  walls  and  in  domestic 
privacy." 

"  I  know  you  too  well,  Star,  not  to  be 
sure  that  you  will  forgive,  but  I  also  know 
that  to  a  nature  like  yours  it  is  impossible 
to  forget.  God  knows  !  I  think  I  must 
have  been  mad  in  those  days,  for  nothing 
else    could    excuse     my    infatuated    folly, 
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which  I  see  so  plainly  now  that  it  is  too 

late." 

Stella  glances  up  at  him  quickly;  but 
takino*  it  for  granted  that  the  words  atoo 
late"  apply  to  their  own  mistaken  mar- 
riage, only  says  quietly: 

"  I've  thought  it  all  over,  Gordon r 
and  I  don't  see  why  we  should  not 
gain  a  certain  amount  of  happiness  in 
our  lives  even  now.  We  have  always 
been  true  and  fair  towards  each  other, 
and  been  the  best  of  friends  and  bons 
camarades"  (Lady  Leslie's  voice  trem- 
bles slightly  as  she  remembers  how 
much  more  than  this  he  has  been  to 
her) ;  "  why  should  we  not  be  the  same 
still  ?" 

Sir  Gordon  does  not  answer,  but  a 
vague    reminiscence     occurs    to     him     of 
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having  somewhere  heard  of  a  man  asking 
for  bread  and  receiving  a  stone. 

"  Wait  a  week,  as  I  said  this  morning, 
Gordon,"  continues  Stella  in  a  lighter 
tone,  "  and  then  you'll  be  better  able  to 
judge  of  all  things.  How  well  Lady 
Cunninghame  sings  that  { Che  faro  senza 
Euridice/ '  she  adds,  as  the  last  notes  of 
Orpheus's  heartbroken  appeal  to  his  lost 
love  die  slowly  and  sadly  away. 

"  Yes,  but  it  has  the  old  fault :  want  of 
feeling.  It  spoilt  Ida  Stocker  as  an 
artiste,  it  spoils  Ida  Cunninghame  as  a 
woman.  Can't  you  hear  in  her  voice  that 
it  is  simply  impossible  for  her  to  realise 
words  like  those  she  has  just  sung  % 
What  does  she  know  of  a  power  such 
as  that  misguided  but  most  loyal  fool 
Orpheus   must    have   felt,    to    drive   him 
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down  even  to  the  nethermost  regions  for 
the  sake  of  seeing  his  lost  love's  face  once 
again  ?  There  are  a  good  many  of  us 
follow  his  example,  it  seems  to  me,"  adds 
Sir  Gordon  bitterly,  "  and  more  men  than 
poor  Orpheus  go  to  the  devil  for  an  old 
love's  sake." 

"  I  suppose  so,"  answers  Stella  absently, 
wondering  whether  all  men's  old  loves 
held  so  strong  an  empire  over  their  hearts 
as  did  this  one,  and  feeling  the  transitory 
ray  of  sunshine  passing  slowly  out  of  her 
heart. 

Whilst  Sir  Gordon,  as  he  rises  to  say 
good-night  to  the  ladies,  looks  at  his  wife's 
cold,  self- controlled  face,  and  almost  curses 
in  his  heart  the  fair  blue- eyed  siren  who 
walks  beside  her,  as  he  realises  that  to  the 
latter's  power  and  to  his  own  weakness  it 
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is  clue,  that  so  great  and  irremediable  a 
gulf  is  now  fixed  between  himself  and 
happiness.  And  so  the  game  of  cross 
purposes  goes  on. 
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CHAPTER   XL 

king's  mere. 

We  shall  know  what  the  darkness  discovers, 

If  the  grave-pit  be  shallow  or  deep  ; 
And  our  fathers  of  old,  and  our  lovers, 

We  shall  know  if  they  sleep  not  or  sleep. 
We  shall  see  whether  hell  be  not  heaven, 

Find  out  whether  tares  be  not  grain, 
And  the  joys  of  thee  seventy  times  seven, 
Our  Lady  of  Pain." 

Dolores. 


30—2 


HREE  days  have  passed  by,  and 
no  change  has  occurred  in  the 
party  at  Kingsdene  except  that 
there  has  been  an  addition  to  it  in  the 
shape  of  Sir  Soapy  and  Lady  Bland.  It 
is  unnecessary  to  say  that  from  the  very 
first,  the  fair  Amelia  and  Ida  Cunninghame 
had  singled  each  other  out  for  war  to  the 
knife.  Though  the  former  was  usually 
the  aggressor,  it  was  an  open  question 
whether  the  calmly  indolent  impertinences 
with    which   Lady   Cunninghame   usually 
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replied  to  her  enemy's  pointed  sarcasms, 
did  not  on  the  whole  completely  rout  the 
forces  of  the  latter  lady,  and  generally 
cause  her  to  beat  a  humiliating  retreat 
after  each  skirmish. 

Well  aware  that  in  beauty  her  superiority 
was  indisputable,  and  that  her  perfect  taste 
in  dress  made  the  gorgeous  clothing  of  the 
city  magnate's  wife  look  loud,  vulgar,  and 
ostentatious,  and  conscious  above  all  of  her 
utter  inability  to  feel,  Ida  Cunninghame 
was  more  than  a  match  for  Lady  Bland ; 
whose  very  violence  of  temper  made  her 
an  easy  prey,  as  do  what  she  would,  she 
could  not  school  herself  to  utter  biting 
sarcasms  such  as  ladies  love,  with  the 
cold  and  courteous  smile  affected  by  her 
rival. 

It  is  about  three  o'clock  in  the  afternoon, 
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:and  the  day  is  far  more  like  summer  than 
one  in  early  spring.  The  gentlemen  of 
the  party  have  with  one  accord  taken  their 
way  to  the  stables  for  a  smoke,  and  Stella 
is  sauntering  up  and  down  the  terrace  with 
Lady  Cunninghame.  Of  late,  Ida  has  felt 
a  strange  attraction  for  her  rival's  society, 
and  the  perfect  kindness  and  courtesy 
invariably  shown  her  by  the  latter,  coupled 
with  her  own  listless,  apathetic  disposition, 
go  far  towards  making  them  better  friends 
than  either  could  once  have  believed  to  be 
possible. 

As  they  wander  about  together  now, 
Ida  is  telling  her  companion  some  of  the 
experiences  of  her  early  life,  a  subject 
which,  as  a  rule,  she  carefully  avoids ;  but 
the  genuine  interest  and  sympathy  which 
Stella  takes  in  the  story,  quite  does  away 
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with  all  feeling  of  mauvaise  honte  on 
her  ladyship's  part,  and  each  is  hourly 
learning  to  like  the  other  better. 

u  What  a  lovely  day !"  exclaims  Lady 
Cunniiighamc  after  a  long  pause,  during 
which  they  both  have  been  wondering  in 
their  hearts  how  they  could  always  have 
been  so  harsh  in  their  judgments  of  each 
other.  "  I  wish  we  could  go  somewhere 
in  a  boat ;  it's  just  the  day  for  the  water. 
Isn't  there  one  on  the  mere  down  there, 
behind  the  little  wood  V  she  continues,, 
pointing  to  a  hazel  copse  bordering  the 
view  from  the  terrace  on  one  side. 

" There  generally  is;  but  I'm  afraid  it 
was  borrowed  last  week  for  the  pike-fishing 
at  the  mill-head,  and  hasn't  been  brought 
back  yet.  But  we  might  go  and  see,  if 
vou    don't    mind    the    trouble  %      Kind's 
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Mere  is  just  the  other  side  of  that  little 
wood,  and  not  half  a  mile  from  this 
terrace." 

"  By  all  means  let  us  go.  And  we 
won't  be  bothered  with  any  one  else,  but 
just  row  about  by  ourselves  for  an  hour, 
whilst  the  sun  is  warm.  That  is  if  you 
can  row  ?"  adds  Lady  Cunninghame  in- 
quiringly, as  they  prepare  to  start,  followed 
by  the  attentive  "  Collie." 

"  Oh !  yes,  I  can  in  a  way.  About 
enough  to  get  us  out  into  the  middle  of 
the  water,  and  to  get  us  back  to  land  when 
we're  tired  of  it." 

"  That's  all  right,"  answers  Ida,  who  as 
usual  has  not  the  slightest  intention  of 
exerting  her  own  self  more  than  is  abso- 
lutely necessary. 

After  crossing  a  wooden  bridge  at  the 
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end  of  the  lowest  terrace,  and  slowly 
making  their  way  across  the  small  park 
and  through  the  hazel  copse,  both  ladies 
.arrive  at  the  large,  desolate,  sedge-grown 
piece  of  water  half  a  mile  broad,  known  as 
King's  Mere.  But  great  is  their  disap- 
pointment when  a  close  inspection  of  the 
boat-house  makes  it  apparent  that  the  boat 
is  of  a  truth  absent  without  leave. 

"How  vexing!"  exclaims  Stella.  "I 
had  a  conviction  that  those  people  hadn't 
sent  it  back,  and  there's  nothing  here  but 
a  very  old  duck-punt  which  has  no  seats 
in  it !" 

"  Never  mind  that,"  says  Lady  Cunning- 
hame  courageously,  "  we  could  sit  on  the 
edge." 

"  I  don't  think  you  could  very  well ;  but 
if  you  can  manage  to  sit  on  a  bundle  of 
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rushes  at  the  bottom  of  the  boat,  there  are 
lots  here  T 

"  Of  course  I  can." 

"  But  how  about  your  dress  ?"  inquires 
Stella  doubtfully,  as  her  eyes  glance  from 
her  own  plain,  close-fitting  serge,  to  the 
more  elaborate  toilette  of  her  companion. 

"  Life  is  too  short  to  *think  of  one's 
•clothes !"  answers  Ida  with  languid  indif- 
ference ;  albeit  'the  same  clothes  constitute 
half  the  redeeming  pleasure  in  the  ennui 
of  her  existence. 

"  Well,  here  are  the  rushes,  and  here 
are  two  old  sculls  which  are  all  we're 
likely  to  find  in  that  way,  therefore  we'd 
better  make  a  start.  Come  into  the  boat, 
"'Collie'  dog !  it's  too  cold  for  you  to  swim 
yet." 

"  There's  a  dreadfully  rotten    plank  at 
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this  end  of  the  punt,  Lady  Leslie,"  observes 
Ida  dubiously,  as  one  of  her  high  heels 
almost  kicks  a  hole  in  the  wood  at  once. 

"  Is  there  %  Does  it  look  really  danger- 
ous ?"  calls  out  Stella,  who  is  struggling  at 
the  oars  with  a  mixture  of  energy  and 
ignorance  beautiful  to  behold. 

"  No,  I  think  it's  all  right.  Don't  let 
us  waste  any  more  time,  for  it  must  be 
four  o'clock  already,  and  the  sun  will  go 
down  soon." 

Stella  makes  no  answer  beyond  putting 
her  whole  force  into  the  work  of  getting 
the  boat  out  into  the  open,  a  process- 
which,  having  to  be  accomplished  with 
sculls  in  a  duck-punt,  she  finds  harder 
than  she  anticipated. 

At  last   they   get    into    some    sort    of 
stream,    and    let    the    boat   float    quietly 
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where  it  likes,  bat  not  before  one  scull 
has  broken  in  two  bodily  under  Lady 
Leslie's  desperate  efforts,  which  shows  the 
exceedingly  rotten  state  of  its  interior 
•constitution. 

"  How  are  we  to  get  to  land  with  only 
one  oar  ?"  asks  Lady  Cunninghame,  in 
•consternation,  finding  herself  about  eighty 
yards  from  the  edge  of  the  mere  on  the 
nearest  side. 

"  Oh,  easily !  We'll  paddle  with  the 
other  one,  and  go  along  sideways  like  a 
crab,  and  then  in  a  round  pond  we're  bound 
to  get  to  the  edge  in  time." 

"  Do  you  know,  I  believe  the  punt  is 
leaking !  It's  getting  very  wet !"  ex- 
claims Lady  Cunninghame,  struggling  on 
to  her  feet  with  more  agility  than 
usual. 
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"It  can't  be !  Just  hold  this  scull  a 
moment  whilst  I  look." 

But  before  Stella  can  reach  her  com- 
panion, the  boat,  which  is  drifting  slowly 
along  in  a  steady  under-current,  strikes 
with  force  on  a  jagged  upright  post  stick- 
ing out  of  the  water,  and  both  ladies  nearly 
lose  their  balance,  whilst  the  sole  remain- 
ing scull  is  shot  out  into  the  water  and 
floats  silently  away. 

To  laugh  at  the  catastrophe  is  the  first 
idea  in  the  minds  of  both  ;  but  a  sudden 
loud  wail  of  distress  resounds,  as  Ida 
Cunninghame  perceives  that  the  strong- 
oaken  post  which  their  boat  had  run  foul 
of,  has  forced  its  way  through  the  rotten 
planking  of  the  punt,  and  the  water  is 
pouring  in  faster  and  faster. 

"  Oh  !  we  shall  be  drowned !    we  shall 
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be  drowned  !"  shrieks  the  terrified  woman, 
white  with  despair  and  horror. 

"  Hush,  Lady  Cunninghame  !  it'll  be  all 
right  yet,"  answers  Stella  steadily,  but 
her  heart  sinks  within  her  as  she,  too, 
becomes  convinced  that  the  water  is  pour- 
ing in  so  fast  as  to  render  all  attempts  to 
bale  it  out  merely  with  their  hands  a  use- 
less effort. 

Suddenly  the  punt  sinks  lower  and  lower 
at  her  end,  and  Stella  has  only  just  time 
to  clutch  hold  of  the  upper  side,  where  the 
post  has  forced  its  way  into  the  woodwork, 
before  the  boat  settles  bodily  down  into 
the  current,  and  remains  half  under  water,, 
and  the  other  half  firmly  fixed  and  sup- 
ported on  the  very  post  which  has  done  all 
the  mischief,  whilst  both  women  keep 
their  balance  as  best  they  can  by  clinging 
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to  that  end  which  is  still  hiofh  out  of 
water,  and  even  to  the  oaken  post  itself, 
which  is  now  tightly  wedged  into  the  boat, 
and  holds  it  as  in  a  vice. 

"  This  post  is  strong,  and  will  keep  the 
boat  up  for  ages,"  says  Stella,  trying  to 
say  something  in  answer  to  the  ghastly  look 
of  questioning  fear  on  her  companion's  face. 

"  Yes,  but  how  long  ?  Oh  God  !  if  no 
one  should  miss  us  and  they  should  not 
oome  !"  and  Ida  Cunninghame's  ashy  face 
looks  grey  with  despair. 

"  Let  us  cry  out !"  answers  Stella  briefly, 
and  a  piteous  wail  resounds  again  and  again 
over  the  mere. 

There  is  no  answer  beyond  a  loud,  pro- 
longed howl  from  poor  "  Collie/'  who  is 
with  difficulty  keeping  his  footing  on  the 
slanting  end  of  the  punt. 
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Lady  Leslie's  heart  is  brave  enough,  but 
it  almost  fails  her  as  she  realises  how  little 
chance  there  is  of  any  human  soul  being 
near  so  lonely  and  desolate  a  spot  as 
King's  Mere.  She  glances  wistfully  across 
the  water  to  where  the  green  bank  and  the 
boat-house  are  shining  all  red  and  gold  in 
the  light  of  the  setting  sun,  and  the  tall 
bulrushes  and  waving  reeds  seem  to 
whisper  in  her  ears  :  "  Earth  is  so  fair  ! 
must  you  leave  it  yet  ?"  The  wind,  too, 
murmurs  low  as  it  rustles  the  sedges  on 
each  side  of  the  boat,  and  a  solitary  moor- 
hen flies  out  from  amongst  them  and 
makes  its  way  safe  to  land,  wearily  fol- 
lowed by  Stella's  envying  eyes.  She  tries 
to  pray,  but  the  wild  hope  for  life  comes 
between  her  and  every  other  thought. 
Life,  only  life,  is  all  in  all  now  !     It  seems 
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so  hard  to  die  while  youth,  health,  and 
strength  all  are  still  hers.  Will  Sir 
Gordon  miss  her  %  she  wonders.  Perhaps 
at  first  he  will,  but  after  that  time  would 
heal  the  wound,  and  he  might  still  have  a 
far  happier  life  than  all  her  love  and  faith 
had  had  power  to  give  him.  Why  had 
she  failed  %  she  vaguely  wonders,  in  looking 
back  on  the  long  years  of  childish  hero- 
worship,  girlish  love,  and  deep  womanly 
devotion,  all  so  ungrudgingly  given.  The 
answer  meets  her  in  Ida's  beautiful,  de- 
spairing face,  and  Lady  Leslie  bows  her 
head  down  on  her  hands  to  pray  for  her 
rival,  where  she  had  almost  failed  to 
find  words  in  which  to  pray  for  her- 
self. 

Every  now  and  again  an  ominous  creak- 
ing of  the  boards  which  are  held  so  tightly 
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by  the  massive  upright  post,  seems  to  give 
notice  that  the  continued  bumping  of  the 
boat  against  it,  as  the  latter  is.  swayed 
backwards  and  forwards  by  the  current, 
will  ere  long  cause  even  that  last  remain- 
ing portion  to  give  way,  and  then  too 
surely  the  bitter  end  must  come. 

Once  more  Stella  raises  her  voice  in  a 
loud  long  cry,  and  both  women  listen 
breathlessly  for  a  response;  but  again 
there  is  no  answer,  save  another  melan- 
choly and  prolonged  howl  from  the  dog, 
who  is  too  sensible  not  to  know  that 
danger  is  threatening  the  mistress  he  loves 
so  well. 

"  Poor '  Collie,' "  says  Stella  sadly;  then  a 
sudden  thought  strikes  her,  whilst  watching 
the  dog's  anxious  countenance  turned  con- 
tinually towards  land.     "  '  Collie,'  go  home !" 
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she  says  in    a  tone  of  command.     "  Go, 
fetch  them,  good  dog  !" 

The  dog  looks  up  at  her  with  a  keen 
intelligent  look  in  his  eyes,  and  then  with 
one  short  shrill  bark  he  jumps  off  the 
boat's  end  with  an  impetus  which  sets  it 
rocking  more  than  ever,  and  swims  silently 
and  steadily  to  land. 

He  emerges  from  the  water  wet  and 
dripping,  stays  for  only  one  shake,  and 
then  is  seen  disappearing  into  the  little 
wood  by  the  road  whence  they  had  come 
so  short  a  time  before. 

"  Can  he  make  them  understand,  do  you 
think  V  asks  Ida  in  a  hoarse  whisper. 

"  God  knows  !"  responds  Lady  Leslie. 
And  the  ominous  creaking  of  the  planks 
under  their  feet  tell  her  that  it  can  only  be 
a  question  of  minutes  now,  no  longer  hours. 
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Lady  Cunninghame's  head  sinks  down 
on  her  clasped  hands  once  more,  and  her 
thoughts  travel  back  involuntarily  to  the 
far-off  days  of  her  childhood  and  youth. 
What  would  Christine  say  if  she  could  see 
her  now  ?  Poor  Christine !  whose  love 
for  the  little  motherless  child  had  been 
so  true  and  protecting — that  love  the 
child  had  so  carelessly  put  away  from 
her,  when  it  was  no  longer  needed.  Ah ! 
could  she  but  have  one  more  day  to  live, 
what  amends  she  would  make,  what  a 
loving  letter  she  would  write  to  the  old 
home  !  Even  now  the  gleam  of  the  water 
as  it  shines  into  her  eyes  between  her 
clenched  hands,  brings  back  to  mind  the 
glimmer  and  glitter  of  the  snow-covered 
Northern  land  ;  and  the  whispering  of  the 
wind   through  the  surrounding  reeds  and 
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bushes,  sounds  strangely  like  the  breeze 
which  then  used  to  sigh  among  the  pines 
on  a  moonlit  summer's  night.  She  can 
see  the  snow-capped  mountains,  the  fir- 
crested  valley,  and  their  own  home  stand- 
ing in  the  midst ;  and  now  her  old  father 
comes  out  to  the  door  of  the  little  wooden 
house,  shading  his  eyes  with  his  hand,  and 
looking  anxiously  towards  the  road  down 
which  his  young  daughter  would  so  soon 
come  singing.  For  an  instant  she  almost 
believes  herself  to  be  back  there  once  more 
— but  starts  up  ere  long  with  a  low  moan 
of  pain,  as  the  dread  reality  comes  home 
to  her  mind  again  that  all  this  has  been 
but  a  waking  dream,  and  she  herself  is 
slowly  going  to  her  death  in  the  cold, 
dark,  sedgy  waters  of  King's  Mere. 

"  The  dog  must  have  got  there  by  now/* 
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says  Lady  Leslie  in  a  low  tone  ;  but  her 
companion  does  not  answer,  so  both  sink 
into  silence,  and  continue  sadly  and 
anxiously  to  watch  the  shore  from 
whence  rescue  may  come,  and  which  to 
them  looks  so  near  and  yet  is  so  utterly 
unattainable,  whilst  the  weary,  terrible 
game  of  life  and  death  is  being  slowly 
and  surely  played  out  by  fate. 


CHAPTER  XII. 


LOYAL    A   LA    MORT. 


"Plusje  connais  les  hommes,  plus  f  admire  les  chiens." 

Madame  de  Stael. 

"  An  old  Spanish  writer  says  :  '  To  return  evil  for  good 

is  devilish  ;  to  return  good  for  good  is  human  ;  but  to 

return  good  for  evil  is  God-like.' " 

Bacon's  Essays. 


N  the  meantime,  three  or  four  of 
the  party  at  Kingsdene  are 
sitting  quietly  on  the  low  wall 
bordering  the  upper  terrace,  Sir  Gordon 
and  Colonel  Pennon  discussing  the  merits 
of  a  certain  horse  which  the  former  is  just 
about  to  negotiate  for  with  its  owner ;  and 
Lady  Bland  is  standing  beside  them, 
having  coming  out  to  find  the  other 
ladies. 

"  Where  is  Stella,  did  you  ask,  Amelia  ? 
I    really   don't   know ;"    and    Sir    Gordon 
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speaks  in  a  somewhat  vexed  tone,  but 
adds  laughingly,  "  She's  not  likely  to  have 
got  into  any  mischief." 

"  No,  but  Lady  Cunninghame  is  with 
her,"  retorts  Amelia  spitefully,  as  if  to 
imply  that  the  latter  fact  would  be  no 
certainty  whenever  that  fair  lady  might 
be  of  the  party. 

"  Then  she  must  be  all  right,  naturally, 
my  dear  Amelia,"  answers,  with  decision, 
Sir  Gordon,  who  is  one  of  those  men 
that  can  never  hear  a  woman  of  any 
sort  spoken  against,  directly  or  indirectly, 
without  standing  up  for  her. 

"  Leslie,  there's  your  wife's  dog  having 
a  great  hunt  by  the  pace  at  which  he's 
going !"  and  both  men's  eyes  turn  to  where 
"  Collie"  is  seen  racing  across  the  park  for 
dear  life. 
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But  no  idea  of  chase  or  sport  are  in  his 
wise  head  now,  and  looking  neither  to  the 
right  nor  to  the  left,  he  tears  across  the 
lower  terrace  and  up  the  steps,  and 
arrives  wet,  dirty,  and  panting,  beside 
them. 

"  What  the  devil  is  the  matter  with  the 
dog  V  exclaims  Sir  Gordon,  as  "  Collie " 
barks  frantically  and  anxiously  at  them, 
running  towards  the  steps  and  then  back 
again,  as  if  imploring  them  to  follow. 

"  And  how  wet  he  is  !  Can  anything 
be  the  matter,  Gordon  ?  Perhaps  Stella 
or  Lady  Cunninghame  have  fallen  into 
King's  Mere  f  says  Lady  Bland,  who 
jumps  quickly  to  conclusions. 

"  By  George  !  it's  very  odd,"  observes 
Sir  Gordon  uneasily.  "What  do  you 
think   the  brute  means  by   it,  Pennon  V 
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he  asks,  as  the  dog  at  last  takes  almost 
hold  of  him  with  his  teeth  in  his  anxiety 
to  get  him  to  follow  down  the  steps. 

"  I  really  think  there  may  be  something 
wrong,  Leslie,  and  anyhow  we'd  better  go 
and  see.  I  don't  like  the  way  that  dog's 
going  on  ;  he's  far  too  sensible  a  beast  to 
play  the  fool  for  nothing." 

And  both  men  prepare  hastily  to  follow 
"  Collie,"  who  with  one  bark  of  delight 
runs  steadily  before  them,  in  the  same 
direction  from  whence  he  has  just  come. 

Gordon  Leslie  cannot  control  the  strong 
feeling  of  anxiety  which  rises  in  his  heart, 
and  as  they  enter  the  little  wood  he 
breaks  into  a  run,  calling  out  to  his  com- 
panion to  follow  at  his  own  pace. 

Straight  on  towards  the  Mere  gallops 
the  dog,  stopping  every  now  and  then  to 
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make  sure  that  he  is  being  followed  ;  and 
at  last  the  water's  edge  is  reached,  and  the 
terrible  danger  of  the  two  women  who,  not 
a  hundred  yards  from  shore,  are  still  cling- 
ing on  to  the  half-submerged  boat,  becomes 
only  too  apparent  to  Sir  Gordon's  horrified 
gaze. 

A  cry  goes  up  as  both  catch  sight  of 
him,  and  Stella's  voice  calling  for  help, 
rings  out  wildly. 

In  an  instant  hat,  boots,  and  coat  are 
off,  and  Sir  Gordon  is  in  the  water  swim- 
ming desperately  for  the  boat.  And  none 
too  soon  was  the  rescue  coming ;  for  the 
oaken  post  which  as  yet  had  been  their 
deliverance,  was  now  each  moment  goring 
a  wider  and  wider  hole  in  the  side  of  the 
punt,  as  the  latter  was  swayed  heavily 
against  it  by  a  stiff  evening   breeze  just 
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springing  up,  and  a  very  few  more  seconds 
must  necessarily  be  fatal. 

"  Stella,  come  quick  !  but  don't  clutch  at 
me,"  says  her  husband,  raising  his  dripping 
fair-haired  head  out  of  the  water,  and 
laying  hold  of  the  punt  to  steady  him- 
self. 

But  all  Lady  Leslie's  grand,  generous 
nature  rises  up  in  her  heart  now.  She 
feels  the  planks  under  their  feet  fairly 
giving  way  at  last,  and  with  the  quick 
answer,  "  Not  me,  Gordon  !  Take  her"  she 
pushes  Ida  Cunninghame's  almost  helpless 
form  into  the  water,  keeping  a  tight  hold 
on  the  latter's  dress  until  Sir  Gordon,  who 
is  unaware  of  the  momentary  danger 
threatening  the  boat,  can  make  her  under- 
stand how  to  cling  to  his  shoulder  without 
hampering  him  in  swimming. 
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As  he  prepares  for  a  return  to  land,  he 
•calls  out : 

"Keep  still,  Stella;  I'll  be  back  again  as 
quick  as  I  can,  my  darling ;"  and  the  last 
vision  he  has  of  his  young  wife  is  as  she 
stands  with  tightly- clenched  hands,  cling- 
ing to  the  upper  end  of  the  boat,  and  with 
the  rays  of  the  evening  sun  lighting  up  her 
red-gold  hair  and  the  pale  proud  face  which 
now  looks  stern  and  grey  with  the  agony 
of  despair  which  is  sweeping  over  it.  Not 
for  long  though  has  she  to  wait.  Two  or 
three  more  lurches  of  the  punt,  a  few  more 
creaks  of  the  rotten  planks,  and  then  a  loud 
and  exceeding  bitter  cry  rings  out,  as, 
quietly  and  silently  as  death  itself,  the 
boat  settles  bubbling  down  into  the  dark 
and  sedgy  water. 

Panting     and     splashing     comes     poor 
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"  Collie,"  whose  faithful  love  for  his  mis- 
tress has  driven  him  out  once  more  to 
share  her  danger,  and  as  Stella's  form  half 
floats  for  an  instant  on  the  surface,  the  dog 
seizes  her  arm  frantically  with  his  teeth, 
paddling  desperately  with  his  paws  to  keep 
them  both  afloat. 

But  poor  "  Collie  "  is  not  strong  enough 
to  do  much  good,  and  the  struggle  for  life 
of  both  is  well-nigh  over,  when  Colonel 
Pennon's  voice  sounds  close  to  the  dog  : 

"  Keep  hold,  '  Collie/  good  dog  !  keep 
hold."  And  in  a  few  more  moments  that 
gentleman  has  succeeded  in  raising  Stella's 
head  out  of  the  water,  and  with  the  help 
of  Sir  Gordon  they  get  her  safely  to  the 
bank  at  last. 

Lady  Cunninghame  is  weeping  and 
wailing  and  wringing  her  hands  ;  but  poor 
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Stella  lies  on  the  grass,  cold  and  still.  The 
two  men  lift  her  and  commence  their 
anxious  journey  homeward,  whilst  Lady 
Bland,  who  has  now  also  appeared  on  the 
scene,  runs  on  before  to  make  every 
preparation  for  restoring  life  and  warmth 
to  her  chilled,  inanimate  body. 

Only  after  a  long  and  anxious  time  of 
watching  and  suspense,  does  Lady  Leslie 
show  any  symptoms  of  recovery ;  and  as 
the  most  perfect  quiet  and  rest  are  strictly 
enjoined,  Sir  Gordon  is  requested  to  leave 
his  wife  solely  to  the  care  of  the  doctor 
and  her  own  maid. 

Now  truly  is  the  heartfelt  pain  which 
poor  Stella  had  had  to  bear  at  the  time 
of  his  own  illness  most  bitterly  avenged, 
and  the  guests  at  Kingsdene  note  with 
wonder  the  worn,  haggard  look  telling  of 
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deep  and  terrible  anxiety,  which  the 
countenance  of  the  supposed  careless  and 
indifferent  young  husband  wears. 

Ida  Cunninghame  has  told  her  tale ; 
and  forcibly  shines  forth  Stella's  brave 
resolution  to  meet  her  fate  quietly,  render- 
ing up  her  own  claim  for  succour  to  another, 
and  that  other  her  enemy.  And  as  Gordon 
Leslie  listens,  the  feeling  of  despair  which 
creeps  over  him  at  the  thought  of  having 
unconsciously  left  his  wife  to  die  whilst  he 
saved  the  life  of  another  woman,  makes 
him  for  the  first  time  realise  how  totally 
his  old  and  great  love  for  that  same 
woman  has  been  swept  from  out  his 
heart  and  soul  by  the  latter,  stronger,  and 
more  powerful  devotion  of  his  manhood, 
which  he  knows  now  is  Stella's,  and  hers 
alone. 
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As,  a  few  hours  later,  he  sits  by  the  fire 
in  Lady  Leslie's  quiet,  darkened  room,  to 
keep  watch  for  a  time  whilst  her  servant 
is  gone  downstairs,  he  reviews  all  the 
events  of  his  past  life  with  a  sad  and 
irrevocable  conviction  that,  whether  Stella 
is  to  live  or  die,  all  hope  of  happiness  for 
either  of  them  is  over.  That  she  will  ever 
again  care  for  him  seems  scarcely  possible, 
and  out  of  sheer  pity  for  her  wasted  young 
heart  and  life,  he  almost  brings  himself  to 
wish  that  it  were  in  his  power  to  loose  her 
chains  and  bid  her  go  free.  But  the 
thought  of  any  one  else  taking  his  own 
place,  sends  so  wild  a  thrill  of  jealous  rage 
through  his  soul  that  the  spirit  of  self- 
sacrifice  takes  an  abrupt  departure  from 
out  his  heart,  and  into  it  there  enters  a 
most  decided  feeling  of  deep  satisfaction, 
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at  the  thought  of  how  inalienably  his  very 
own  is  the  woman  who  is  bound  to  him  by 
every  law  of  God  and  man. 

A  low  moan  from  his  wife's  lips  makes 
him  start  from  his  chair  and  move  hurriedly 
towards  the  bed. 

Stella  is  sitting  upright,  her  eyes  all 
ablaze  with  feverish  excitement,  and  a 
bright  scarlet  flush  on  each  cheek. 

"  What  is  it,  Stella  dear  V  asks  Sir 
Gordon  gently. 

The  vacant,  unmeaning  look  in  the  large 
dark  eyes  turned  on  his,  show  plainly  that 
all  reason  has  left  them,  whilst  the  sad, 
incoherent  tones  in  which  the  girl  keeps 
repeating  stray  words  over  and  over  again 
to  herself,  make  his  very  heart  stand  still 
with  fear  and  dread. 

"  He  said  it !    indeed,  indeed  he  did  I" 
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and  Stella  looks  up  at  him  with  her  im- 
ploring, unconscious  eyes.  And  then  she 
sinks  back  wearily  on  the  pillow,  with  low 
mutterings,  in  which  her  dog's  name  is 
alone  occasionally  audible. 

"  Try  to  sleep,  Star,"  says  Gordon  Leslie, 
struggling  to  keep  his  voice  low  and  even. 
But  for  all  answer  she  starts  up  once  more 
and  repeats  wildly  : 

"  I  know  he  did  say  it !  I  thought  I 
was  dying,  but  I  could  hear  it  even  then. 
Oh  !  shall  I  hear  it  again  in  heaven,  do 
you  think  V  and  the  small  white  hands 
clasp  and  unclasp  themselves  with 
feverish  energy.  "What  he  said  to-day, 
when  he  went  away  and  left  me.  The 
water  crept  up  so  cold,  O  God !  how 
bitterly  cold !"  and  Stella  shivers  con- 
vulsively. 
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11  Keep  quiet,  Star,  you  will  make  your- 
self worse,  dear." 

"  He  said  it !"  answers  Stella  trium- 
phantly. "  He  said  :  My  darling  /"  and  as 
she  tenderly  accentuates  the  words,  a  smile 
of  ineffable  happiness  like  a  ray  of  light 
sweeps  over  her  face. 

"  Oh  !  my  own,  my  own !"  bursts  out 
Gordon  Leslie's  deep  passionate  voice,  as 
he  awakes  to  a  full  sense  of  the  meaning 
of  his  young  wife's  words;  and  with  a 
strange  mixture  of  joy  and  fear  warring  in 
his  heart,  he  clasps  one  small  hand  between 
his  own,  and  tries  by  every  way  and  means 
to  soothe  her  into  sleep,  keeping  guard 
over  his  own  feelings  with  iron  self- 
control. 

Far  into  the  night  continue  Stella's 
restless,  incoherent  wanderings ;  but  ever 
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and  anon  the  cry  is  still  the  same,  and 
whether  in  accents  of  dark  despair  or 
of  loving  tenderness,  the  ever-recurring 
words  ring  out  unceasingly :  "  He  said, 
My  darling  /" 


CHAPTER  XIII. 

THROUGH    WAVES    TO    THE    SHORE. 

""  0  lovely  as  woman,  beloved  as  wife, 

Evening  star  of  my  heart,  light  for  ever  my  life  ! 

If  from  eyes  fix'd  too  long  on  this  base  earth  thus  far 

You  have  miss'd  your  due  homage,  dear  guardian  star, 

Believe  that,  uplifting  those  eyes  unto  heaven, 

There  I  see  you,  and  know  you,  and  bless  the  light  given 

To  lead  me  to  life's  late  achievement ;  my  own, 

My  blessing,  my  treasure,  my  all  things  in  one." 

Lucile. 


iWO  clays  after  the  catastrophe  on 
King's  Mere,  which  had  so 
nearly  ended  fatally  for  at  least 
one  of  the  chief  actors  concerned  therein*, 
all  the  visitors  at  Kingsdene  were  assembled 
in  the  old  hall,  during  the  cheery  last  half- 
hour  which  precedes  the  tiresome  but 
important  ceremony  called  "  dressing  for 
dinner." 

Neither  host  nor  hostess  were  there,  but 
as  Stella  was  to  make  her  re-appearance 
at    dinner    for    the   first   time    since   her 
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accident,  and  Sir  Gordon  was  popularly 
supposed  to  be  occupied  in  writing 
business  letters,  the  absence  of  neither 
was  commented  on,  nor  even  perhaps 
noticed. 

Under  the  stress  of  circumstances  even 
Lady  Bland  and  Ida  Cunninghame  had 
almost  become  friends,  and  the  love  which 
had  unwittingly  been  won  from  each  by 
the  young  Lady  Leslie,  proved  a  fruitful 
source  of  unanimity  in  sentiments  and 
opinions  of  both  the  whilom  fair  anta- 
gonists. 

Taking  advantage  of  the  steady  flow 
of  conversation  which  continued  amongst 
those  of  the  party  who  were  sitting  round 
the  big  wood  fire,  two  couples  had  selected 
for  themselves  retired  corners  suitable  to 
conversations  a  deux.     The  first  corner  is 
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dedicated  to  the  returned  Indian  and  the 
quiet,  clever  girl,  who  have  this  very 
afternoon  decided  on  taking  each  other 
for  better  or  worse,  and  are  even  now 
secretly  discussing  the  probable  Elysium 
which  a  bungalow  with  the  thermometer 
at  ninety  may  afford. 

The  second  well-selected  corner  was 
occupied  by  Mr.  Serrefile  and  Miss  Flora 
Debenham,  the  former  intent  on  demon- 
strating  to  his  cold-hearted  fair  one  (i.e. 
Ida,  Lady  Cunninghame)  his  total  in- 
difference to  her  somewhat  fluctuating 
favour,  and  the  latter  equally  intent  on 
converting  that  young  officer's  passing 
attention  into  a  more  durable  and  lasting 
interest. 

Of  all  the  party,  Ida  Cunninghame 
alone   looked    grave,    quiet,    and   contem- 
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plative.  Perhaps  it  was  a  little  due  to 
the  recollection  of  the  long  letter  which 
that  very  afternoon  she  had  written  to  her 
father  and  sister  in  the  old  Norse  land 
{a  letter  which  caused  Christine  to  shed 
tears  of  joy,  for  not  only  was  it  written 
tenderly  and  lovingly,  but  also  it  spoke 
hopefully  of  a  meeting  between  father, 
daughter,  and  sisters,  when  the  summer 
sun  should  once  more  shine  again),  but 
still  more  was  it  caused  by  the  softening 
influence  which  of  late  had  crept  over 
Lady  Cunninghame's  mind  and  heart. 

For  the  first  time  in  her  life,  Ida  had 
woke  up  to  a  sense  of  the  power  of  riches ; 
the  happiness  it  could  give  in  being  given, 
the  blessings  it  might  bring  to  lives  which 
without  it  would  be  insufferably  dull  and 
miserable,  all   united  in   teaching  her   to 
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realise  that  her  own  fate  in  life  was  one 
which  after  all  many  might  envy  because 
of  the  happiness  with  which  it  was  em- 
powered to  enrich  the  lives  of  others. 
And  though  Ida  Cunninghame  had  lived 
to  see  that  in  grasping  the  shadow  and 
casting  away  the  substance  in  days  gone 
by,  she  had  rendered  life  void  and  cheer- 
less, compared  with  "  what  might  have 
been,"  still  her  cold,  indifferent  nature 
preserved  her  from  the  trials  and  temp- 
tations which  assail  the  many  more 
passionate  and  wearier  souls  in  the  world, 
whose  feet  tread  daily  on  fire  and  whose 
hearts  are  failing  them  for  fear.  And  so 
Lady  Cunninghame  is  on  the  whole  con- 
tent, and  this  night  of  all  others  feels 
happier  than  possibly  she  ever  did  before, 
at  the  thought  of  the  kind  and  untiring1 
vol.  11.  33 
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devotion  which  she  has  shown  to  Stella 
ever  since  the  latter's  life  had  been  so 
nearly  given  for  her  own. 

"You  look  pensive  to-night,  my  lady," 
observes  Lord  Cunninghame  as  he  passes 
by  her  chair.  "  Hasn't  Mademoiselle 
Mise  sent  you  the  exact  new  dress  which 
you  ordered  ?" 

"  No,  it's  not  that/'  answers  Ida,  in  a 
gentler  tone  than  common.  "  Only  I've 
got  what  I  used  to  call  '  a  good  fit '  on  me 
to-night,  and  somehow  I  don't  care  to 
talk.  Lord  Cunninghame,"  she  adds, 
rising  and  putting  one  arm  through  his, 
as  he  turns  his  steps  towards  the  old  oak 
staircase,  "  I  want  you  to  do  me  a  favour. 
To-day  is  Stella's  birthday,  though  no  one 
knows  it  except  Mrs.  Brabazon  and  myself, 
and  I  want  you  to  make  a  nice  speech  at 
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the  end  of  dinner,  such  as  I  know  you  can, 
and  to  propose  her  health  ?" 

"  You  flatter  my  feeble  capabilities, 
Lady  Cunninghame,  but  I  will  e'en  do 
my  best." 

"  And  the  favour  I  want  you  to  grant 
me  is  this  :  that  I  may  give  as  a  birthday 
present  to  Lady  Leslie  the  diamond  stars 
which  you  bought  for  me  when  I  went  to 
the  last  drawing-room  ?" 

For  once  in  his  life  Lord  Cunninghame 
is  fairly  astonished ;  so  much  so  that  he 
becomes  almost  agitated,  and  murmurs 
"Mon  Dieu!"  as  he  feels  hurriedly  for 
his  snuff-box. 

"  Remember  that  she  saved  my  life, 
Lord  Cunninghame,  at  the  risk  of  her 
own,  and  I  do  so  want  to  give  her  some- 
thing to  remember  me  by.     That  the  life 
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she  saved  is,  and  deserves  to  be,  of 
little  value  to  any  one,  does  not 
make  her  deed  the  less  brave  and  un- 
selfish." 

"  By  all  means  give  them  to  her.  But 
you  are  wrong  when  you  say  your  life  is  of 
little  value,  my  lady.  To  me  it  is  of 
incomparable  value  ;  for  you  have  given 
me  youth  in  my  older  years,  and  home 
happiness  at  an  age  when  many  have  to 
renounce  it !  No,  Ida,  the  bargain  was  a 
fair  one,  and  I  for  one  am  profoundly 
satisfied  with  my  share  of  it ;"  and  his 
lordship  closes  his  snuff-box,  forgetting 
for  once  even  to  take  his  pinch  of 
snuff. 

"  And  so  am  I/'  answers  his  wife  gaily, 
as  she  turns  to  retrace  her  steps  towards 
the  hall  with  a  lighter  heart  than  has  been 
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hers  for  many  a  year,  whilst  Lord  Cunning- 
hame  mounts  the  stairs  slowly  and  in 
grave  soliloquy. 

"  I  thought  I  knew  the  fair  sex,  and 
that  no  man  living  could  have  taught  me 
anything  fresh  about  women,"  he  murmured 
to  himself  pathetically.  "  I  have  seen 
them  sacrifice  heart,  life,  and  all  things 
ungrudgingly,  for  a  mere  song ;  but  to 
think  of  any  woman's  voluntarily  giving 
up  diamonds — mon  Dieu  !" 

And  for  the  first  time  in  his  life,  even 
his  dead  love's  face  seems  no  purer 
or  more  beautiful  to  him  than  did 
Ida's,  as  she  proffered  her  generous  re- 
quest. 

Meanwhile,  in  the  little  oaken  room 
where  Lady  Leslie  had  sat  a  few  nights 
ago  awaiting  the  arrival  of  her    dreaded 
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guest,  she  is  sitting  again  now,  but  not 
alone ;  for  Sir  Gordon  is  quietly  occupying 
the  hearthrug  at  her  feet,  somewhat  to  the 
exclusion  of  "  Collie,"  and  his  head  leans 
against  her  knee  in  loving  and  perfect 
peace. 

"  Child  !  it's  nearly  time  to  go  and 
dress,  I'm  afraid,  isn't  it  V  he  asks  with  a 
sigh  of  intense  happiness. 

"Yes,  it  is;"  and  Stella's  little  hand 
smooths  his  fair  curly  hair  caress- 
ingly. 

"  Star,  I  want  you  to  wear  your 
wedding-dress  to-night;  will  you,  dar- 
ling r 

"  Of  course  I  will  if  you  wish  it ; 
but  it  has  been  rather  an  unlucky  toilette, 
Gordon,"  she  laughingly  answers,  as 
both  rise  preparatory  to  departing. 
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"  I  know  it  has,  but  this  evening 
will  break  the  spell,  my  wife ;"  and 
Gordon  Leslie's  voice  rests  lovingly 
on  the  two  last  words  of  his  answer, 
as  he  lays  his  lips  down  on  the  coil 
of  red-gold  hair  leaning  against  his 
breast. 

It  is  nine  o'clock,  and  dinner  is  over  at 
last.  The  warm  bright  glow  of  the  lamp 
in  the  centre  of  the  ceiling  shines  down  on 
a  merry,  happy  party  in  the  old  Kingsdene 
dining-room,  lighting  up  Ida  Cunning- 
hame's  fair  regal  beauty  and  Stella  Leslie's 
quieter  loveliness. 

Of  a  sudden  Lord  Cunninghame  rises 
and  proclaims  silence,  and  amidst  a  pause 
of  astonishment  proceeds  to  ask  the 
assembled      company      to      drink      Lacly 
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Leslie's  health  on  her  birthday  this 
day;  whilst  his  wife,  after  a  surprised 
protest  from  Stella,  quickly  succeeds 
in  fastening  her  magnificent  gift  of  five 
diamond  stars  into  the  latter's  red-golden 
hair. 

The  large  centre  star  gleams  and  flashes 
above  Lady  Leslie's  brow,  but  brighter 
still  is  the  pure  light  on  the  small  pale 
face  and  in  the  deep  brown  eyes,  as  they 
turn  with  perfect  faith  to  meet  those  of 
her  young  husband,  who  has  advanced  to 
Stella's  side  and  stands  there  with  one 
hand  placed  on  her  shoulder.  Whilst  many 
a  "  Long  life  and  happiness,  Lady  Leslie!" 
"  God  bless  you,  Stella  !"  "  Your  health 
again  and  again  !"  resounds  on  all  sides, 
and  from  end  to  end  of  the  table,  Stella 
hears    but    one    low-spoken    sentence,    as 
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Gordon  Leslie's  true  grey  eyes  meet  hers  : 
"  Heaven  only  grant  you  happiness  as 
great  as  mine  is  now,  my  own  bright 
guiding  Star." 


THE    END. 
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